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The focal point of this study is the effect of 
social change on the lives of central female characters 
as presented in novels by nine Sub-Saharan African women 
writers. Within their novels, the writers demonstrate 
the effect of social transition on their characters' 
class status (social mobility and economic livelihood), 
personal relationships (marital, generational, etc.) 
and ideological outlook (world view, beliefs, values). 
The study contends that the writer's social and political 
perspectives can be reconstructed from implied or direct 
statements in the novels which indicate the author's 
identification with particular class and political forces 
in her society. Central female characters are categorized 
as: traditionally educated; transitional; urban, educated. 
While making a critical assessment of the novels and 
characterizations as literature, the study also delineates 
what the writers view as constructive or destructive 
social change for women. 
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Social change or transition in African societies 
can be cited as a theme in much of the literature from 
Africa of the past four decades. Whether it is the dis¬ 
ruption of traditional life caused by the onslaught of 
colonialism as pictured in Achebe's Things Fall Apart, 
the struggle of workers to gain basic employment rights 
as in Sembene's God's Bits of Wood, or the disillusionment 
of neocolonialism captured in Ngugi's Petals of Blood.^ 
aspects of societal transition provide African writers 
with much of the serious content of their fiction. 
Within the bounds of African literature, the corpus 
of fiction written by Sub-Saharan African women shares 
this focus of social change. In novels by Buchi Emecheta, 
Mariama Bâ and Bessie Head, three women from distinct 
African cultures, the central conflict of the female 
protagonist stems from her acceptance or rejection of 
^Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London: Heinemann, 
1958); Ousmane Sembene, God's Bits of Wood (New York: 
Doubleday, 1962); Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Petals of Blood 
(London: Heinemann, 1978). 
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the challenge brought by societal change. In Emecheta's 
Joys of Motherhood, the central character must reconcile 
her traditional perceptions and expectations of marriage 
and work with those of urban Nigeria in the nineteen 
forties and fifties. Bessie Head’s Maru presents a woman 
who belongs to the ostracised "Masarwa" of Botswana. 
Through education and the defiance of the man who loves 
her, this woman gets a chance to ignore the stigma and 
ridicule her people have long faced. The Muslim widow 
of Bâ's So Long A Letter refuses to remarry, and learns 
self-reliance which her sheltered position as middle-class 
wife denied her. These are but three examples of the 
behavior and choices of female protagonists in the context 
of larger societal change taking place. 
The focal point of this study is the effect of 
social change on the lives of central female characters 
as presented in selected novels by African women. Social 
change here will be defined as any enduring alterations 
in the traditional superstructure of the society which 
affect the lives, social relations (family, community, 
male-female interactions), economic relations (work/ 
labor situations), and values of the people. Through 
examination of the characters' responses to conflict 
in their lives the study seeks to draw conclusions: 1) 
about the nature and extent of the conflict in the char¬ 
acters' lives which result from the necessity for change 
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or the aftermath of change; 2) how the presentation of 
the conflict and its resolution (or nonresolution) in 
the novel reveals certain aspects of the author's world 
view, specifically her social and political perspective. 
The writer's social and political perspective can be 
reconstructed from implied or direct statement within 
the novels which indicate the author's identification 
with a particular class and political forces in her soci¬ 
ety. The writer's perceptions of the status of women 
and her choice of issues that women must address as women 
provide insight into this perspective also. From these 
focal points, the extent of the writer's social conscious¬ 
ness can be assessed. Overall, the study will give an 
assessment of what the nine African women writers view 
as constructive or destructive social change for African 
women within the world of their novels. 
Each novel selected has a female protagonist, and 
with the exception of Ama Aidoo's Our Sister Killjoy: Re¬ 
flections from a Blackeyed Squint, the primary action 
of each story takes place in Africa. In each novel, 
the central conflict of the protagonist is either caused 
or resolved by her response to change or the need for 
change in her life generated by her marital relationship, 
employment, education or by other dynamic forces. 
Primarily, the ideas which appear to significantly 
alter the perspective and decision making of the prota- 
gonists in these novels are those derived from Western 
modeled education and urbanization. With the exception 
of the novels which present a view of the traditional 
African woman residing within the rural community, all 
of the protagonists face conflicts that derive directly 
or indirectly from the world view (their values, social 
and political perspective) produced by their education 
and/or their transition to or existence in an urban area 
Therefore, education based on European models and urbani 
zation appear as the major influential forces for social 
change on the lives of the women characters within these 
novels. The novels studied are as follows: 
Araa Ata Aidoo, Our Sister Killjoy: Or Reflections of 
Mariama Bâ, 
a Black-eyed Squint (1978) 
So Long a Letter (1982) 
Buchi Emecheta, The Bride Price (1976) 
The Joys of Motherhood (1979) 
Bessie Head, Maru (1977) 
Rebeka Njau, Ripples in the Pool (1975) 
Flora Nwapa, Idu (1970) 
Grace Ogot, The Promised Land (1966) 
The Graduate (1980) 
Ifeoma Okoye, Behind the Clouds (1982) 
Miriam Tlali, Muriel at Metropolitan (1975) 
Of course, social change is not something which 
happens to only one segment or gender in society. Here 
emphasis on the woman character's view is delineated 
because it is an important but separate part of the whole, 
just as the woman author's view is different because 
of her individual, cultural and "feminine" perspective, 
although her work is as equally and as completely "Afri¬ 
can." And African societies are not to be conceived as 
one homogeneous grouping. Distinctions among the cultures 
depicted in the novels must be addressed and this study 
makes no assumptions about the oneness of African cultures, 
traditional or modern. However, the tremendous degree 
of social change which occurred, especially within the 
urban centers as a result of colonialism, industrialization 
and modernisation is ubiquitous in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
though not equal in degree from one society to another. 
Consequently, the novels which give a portrait of tradi¬ 
tional life in the countryside, such as Flora Nwapa’s 
I du and Grace Ogot’s The Promised Land, also include 
a glimpse of the influence and infiltration of socie¬ 
tal changes; Western ideas and behaviour penetrate in 
spite of the strength of tradition within the Ibo community 
of Nwapa’s novel and the settler Luo community of Ogot's 
novel. 
Therefore, the representations of the lives of 
African women in these novels cannot mirror an all encom- 
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passing portrait of African women. Yet, through their 
characters, the writers assess the impact of social transi¬ 
tion on the lives of African women. These character¬ 
izations are literary images produced from the experience, 
observation and imagination of African women writers 
who, themselves, are educated and urban.2 Writing as 
they do from different regional and cultural backgrounds, 
the characterizations of women reflect distinct experi¬ 
ences encountered within diverse communities. 
The works may be fitted into the broader categories 
of West African, East African and South African literature 
or into the "convenient traditions" which Shatto Gakwandi 
describes 
Most critics . . . have found it most conve¬ 
nient to divide African literature into three broad 
'traditions’: South African, Anglophone and Franco¬ 
phone African. In South African the main emphasis 
has been on the evils of racialism; in French-speaking 
Africa the emphasis has been on asserting African 
identity and rejecting assimilation, while in English 
speaking Africa the primary concern has been with 
portraying tensions which arise from co-existence 
of two distinct ways of life, the western and the 
traditional.^ 
Gakwandi's observations generally hold true for 
the writing of the African women, when considered along 
^Of the novelists studied, Bessie Head is the only 
one who chooses to live in a rural village, Serowe, 
Botswana, where she lives and works in exile from her 
native South Africa. 
^Shatto Gakwandi, The Novel and Contemporary Experience 
in the African Novel (New York, Africana Pub., 1977), 
p. 7. 
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with the caveat that most often the novels in this study 
deal with the daily existence of African peasant or working 
class women, so that frequently the broader societal 
perspective is not immediately apparent. Addressing 
the related issue of creating social and political criti¬ 
cism in fiction in her discussion of the issues surrounding 
the scarcity of African women writers, Roseann Bell states: 
Internally, African women writers have been dis¬ 
advantaged because of the tremendous pressures subli- 
rainally imposed upon them by their male counterparts 
who, for the most part, write out of an urgency to 
comment on the wav of the new political and social 
world round them. 
However, broad social perspective and criticism is not 
altogether absent from the novels. Conflicts evolving 
or originating from the domestic sphere, that is, problems 
which manifest themselves as conflict within a family 
or its relations, may eventually become a problem for 
the community or may involve or be judged by the com¬ 
munity. Thus, when the protagonist of Emecheta's The 
Bride Price wishes to marry the man she loves instead 
of the man chosen for her, her abduction and marriage 
to the man she despises becomes a community affair because 
of the nature of the traditional society in which she 
resides. The reaction and perspective of the relatives 
and community add the broader perspective and an emphatic 
^Roseann P. Bell, "The Absence of the African Woman 
Writer," CLA Journal 21 (June 1978): 497-98. 
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punctuation to the contrast of the generations within 
the novel. 
This study is divided into four chapters. Chapter 
One examines the woman character whose formative years 
or entire life is spent in a rural setting. Such pro¬ 
tagonists are presented in Grace Ogot's The Promised 
Land, Flora Nwapa's Idu and Buchi Emecheta's The Joys 
of Motherhood. This chapter looks at the actions and 
reactions of the woman loyal to her society's inherited 
customs and conventions, with her standing as an "indivi¬ 
dual" in traditional society and her reaction to the 
changes about her as central focus. Included in this 
focus is the analysis of the interpersonal relationships 
of the protagonists, especially that between husband 
and wife. The chapter is designed to view how the impact 
of Western ideas, education and urbanization influences 
the character's economic activities, family relations, 
and her world view in the village setting, while the 
discussion of The Joys of Motherhood examines the pro¬ 
tagonist's attempt to transfer and apply traditional 
views of male-female relations to the town setting. 
Chapter Two focuses on novels which present pro¬ 
tagonists who face social change directly and who alter 
some part of their traditional perspective to accommodate 
the change. Njau's Ripples in the Pool, and Mariama 
Bâ's So Long a Letter are works whose central conflict 
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is an internal marital conflict, while Emecheta's The 
Bride Price and Bessie Head's Maru have issues which 
involve the wider community. The discussion will center 
on how the protagonists face the challenge of balancing 
new values and life situations with traditional ones 
and how their education and relative economic position 
in the society influence their fate. 
Chapter Three discusses the urban, formally educated 
woman, the woman whose lifestyle and social status are 
direct results of social transition. These character¬ 
izations are of women who are college educated and employed 
in the formal economic sector of their societies. Ifeoma 
Okoye's Behind the Clouds presents a modern Nigerian 
woman who must resolve the internal conflict in her mar¬ 
riage caused by the relatively unchanged values and ideas 
concerning motherhood. Grace Ogot's The Graduate chron¬ 
icles the nationalist outlook of a woman government offi¬ 
cial and shows her successful resolution of problems 
caused by racism. Miriam Tlali's Muriel at Metropolitan 
and Ama Ata Aidoo's Our Sister Killjoy present women 
who must seek solutions to their life's problems through 
their own modern perspective. The chapter examines the 
social issues brought forth in some of the novels, i.e. 
nationalism and feminism, and assesses the social con¬ 
sciousness of the protagonists. 
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The final chapter of the study, Chapter Four, exa¬ 
mines the social and political perspective of the writers 
as exemplified within these works. The presentation 
of the conflict and its resolution (or nonresolution) 
in the works is examined for its implied or direct state¬ 
ment of the author's social and political vision. The 
writer's social consciousness as revealed within the 
works and her view of constructive avenues for change 
for women are assessed in this chapter. 
CHAPTER I 
TRADITIONALLY EDUCATED WOMEN: 
IN THE COUNTRYSIDE AND IN THE CITY 
As African women writers characterize rural, tradi¬ 
tionally educated women, loss of an earlier security 
found within ethnic unity and disruption of traditional 
cultural practices brought by Western influence emerge 
as issues of importance. Protagonists of Grace Ogot's 
The Promised Land, Flora Nwapa's Idu and Buchi Emecheta's 
The Joys of Motherhood are all traditionally educated 
women who also display characteristics that result from 
the sometimes subtle, sometimes violent change brought 
by colonialism and its aftermath. 
Through their characterizations of traditional 
women, the writers convey rural women's reactions to 
the alterations within the community brought about by 
the industrialization and urbanization that depopulated 
some rural communities and destroyed the value structure 
of others through the displacement of traditional values 
11 
12 
with more individualistic Western ideas. 1 With the excep¬ 
tion of the brief sketch of a precolonial village in 
The Joys of Motherhood, the traditional communities of 
these novels are ones which themselves have adapted to 
the governing structures of colonialism. 
Since Ogot, Nwapa and Emecheta each describe rural 
communities with autonomous governing structures, the 
presence of the larger colonial government is relegated 
O 
to minimal importance. 
Like larger systems, traditional political systems 
perform the same function as larger, more elaborate, 
and more differentiated systems. Like larger systems, 
traditional political systems provide a basic societal 
order, process demands and elicit support, establish 
decisions that are enforceable and, finally set 
goals . 
A life created, sculptured and lived in an Ibo community 
or a Luo community as represented in Nwapa's Idu and 
^Several articles address the negative effect of 
colonization and post-colonial "development" on the lives 
of v/omen in traditional communities. See, Judith Van 
Allen, "Sitting on a Man: Colonialism and the Lost Poli¬ 
tical Status of the Igbo Women" Canadian Journal of African 
Studies 6:2 (1972): 165-182 and Judith Van Allen, "Moder¬ 
nisation Means More Dependency" The Center Magazine 
(May/June 1974):60-67; Shelby Lewis, "African Women and 
National Development" in Comparative Perspectives of 
Third World Women (New York: Praeger, 1980), pp. 31-54; 
Kamene Ok on jo, ^T/omen's Political Participation in Nigeria" 
in Black Women Cross-Culturally (Cambridge, MA: Schenk- 
man, 1981), pp. 79-106. 
^Only with Nnu Ego's (The Joys of Motherhood) move 
to Lagos does the more devastating impact of colonialism 
begin to appear as her husband's "kidnapping" and con¬ 
scription into the WWII British colonial forces. 
^Kamene Okonjo, p. 85. 
Ogot's The Promised Land, provided the woman with all 
that was necessary for complete womanhood and selfhood 
in the traditional mindset. 
According to the nature of the societal structures, 
little in the lives of people of traditional communities 
was left for second-guessing or questioning. Therefore, 
it was a very traumatic experience for a woman who grew 
up in the security of tradition and who was dependent 
upon it for her identity to be suddenly forced by mar¬ 
riage to live in the completely different environment 
of the city. Buchi Emecheta's The Joys of Motherhood 
gives a representation of such a woman in her protagonist, 
Nnu Ego, whose attempt to remain true to traditional 
roles and values in the midst of the diverse cultural 
life of the city causes her as much conflict as the hard¬ 
ships of her poverty. 
In the traditional village pictured by Nwapa, Ogot 
and Emecheta, decisions involving one person or couple 
become bureaucratic fare for the whole community. Some¬ 
times the larger community intervenes into what would 
be considered private domestic affairs by Westerners. 
This can legitimately happen because of the nature of 
the relationship of the individual to the community: 
The identification of the individual with the 
group of which he forms part, and with its social 
and cultural outlook, is the very essence of tradi¬ 
tionalism. It finds expression in the individual's 
acquiescence in the beliefs and customs of the group 
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and his sharing with the rest of the group a feeling 
of social unity.^ 
This description of what is typical in traditional com¬ 
munities is reflected almost uniformly in characterizations 
of Idu in the novel by that name and of Nyapol in The 
Promised Land, even though the former treats a West African 
community and the latter an East African community. 
However, in both novels, along with the description of 
traditional life and the roles of men and women in the 
rural village or farm, there is also a description of 
the changing community outside the home of the central 
character. Although the communities are still grounded 
and faithful to their traditional beliefs and customs, 
new ways and practices exist also. Thus, even though 
the settler Luo community which Nyapol and her husband 
Ochola inhabit is faithful to Luo customs and practices, 
they immigrate to Tanzania because "Ochola belongs to 
a new breed of aggressive young men who are determined 
to acquire wealth at all costs.The migration of Kenyan 
males to the towns and to fertile land of Northern Tanzania 
to "make their fortune" had its counterpart in many parts 
of the African continent. This, in itself, was a signi- 
^Emanuel Obiechina, Culture, Tradition and Society 
in the West African Novel (London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975), p. 202. 
^LLoyd Brown, Women Writers in Black Africa (Connec¬ 
ticut: Greenwood Press,1981), p. 27. 
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ficant change which affected the lives of entire com¬ 
munities and affected women in a particularly detrimental 
way since many of them could not accompany their husbands 
as Ogot has Nyapol do.^ Therefore, women were often 
left to do the same amount of work that two people had 
done before. Nyapol herself, realizes that in her own 
society "there were hundreds of wives whose husbands 
were away earning money in the town, while they were 
left to fend for themselves in lonely isolated villages. 
Upon hearing of Ochola's plans to move to Tanzania Nyapol 
tells her husband, "You'll disappear there as the rest 
of them have done. People who go to Tanganyika never 
come back"(PL, 26). In the midst of tradition and stabil¬ 
ity, there is also transition. 
The purpose of the examination of The Promised 
Land, Idu and The Joys of Motherhood is broader than 
gathering proof that these novels demonstrate that societal 
transition is inevitable and ubiquitous. All three novels 
^This phenomenon was particularly prevalent in Kenya 
as documented by Achola Pala. See The Role of African 
Women in Rural Development: Research Priorities, Discussion 
paper no.203 (Nairobi: University of Nairobi, Institute 
for Development Studies, 1974). However, such migration 
reached its greatest and most devasting dimensions with 
the migration of South African men to employment in the 
mines and cities of S.A., while wives and children remained 
in the unfertile homelands. 
^Grace Ogot, The Promised Land: A True Fantasy 
(Nairobi: East African Pub. House, 1966), p. 11. All 
quotations are from this edition and will be cited as 
PL with page numbers. 
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present central female characters who are young, respec¬ 
table, married women, who expect to live long, happy 
lives bathed in the security provided by their support 
for and adherence to the rules and customs of their com¬ 
munities. Yet the life dreams and aspirations of each 
of these women are thwarted by the actions and/or the 
fate of her spouse. Through analysis of these relation¬ 
ships, a portrait of the traditional woman's social and 
economic life in these specific fictional communities 
comes into full view. The social relations formed for 
working and surviving in the community become clear also. 
Westernized education and values hold little personal 
appeal for these three women, just as urbanization has 
little effect on their traditional view of womanhood. 
And whereas the move to an urban setting completely changes 
her lifestyle, Nnu Ego's resistance to change in that 
atmosphere leaves its overall effect on her traditional 
world view at a minimum. 
David Cook explains that the individual's "existence 
as a part of the social pattern [of traditional society] 
overwhelms any private life he might lead within the 
confines of his own consciousness."® Yet the traditional 
women in the novels studied here are very individualistic 
in their choices and actions at points in the stories. 
®David Cook, African Literature: A Critical View 
(London: Longman, 1977), p. 4. 
In a certain sense, they are individuals in the Western 
sense of the concept, which may be a function of their 
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being fictional creations by modern African women. (This 
point will discussed in the final chapter of this study). 
Another probable cause is that individualistic actions 
and behavior of these characters result from influence 
of the societal transition shown to be taking place in 
the society. Also, it must be stated that within the 
traditional community, members maintained freedom of 
expression of personality and temperament, of individual 
will. However, it will be left to conclusions drawn 
from the analysis (of the social climate within the protag¬ 
onist's world) as to whether her individual choices are 
a function of influential societal change or a personal 
"eccentric sense of need or choice."9 
Grace Ogot's The Promised Land was the first novel 
published by an East African woman. The novel tells 
the story of a young Kenyan couple's migration to Tanzania, 
where they grow rich from farming the fertile land on 
which they settle. They are subsequently driven back 
to Kenya by a mystic malady cast upon the husband by 
their less prosperous neighbor, a jealous Tanzanian wiz¬ 
ard. Ogot subtitled the novel A True Fantasy, because 
it is the updating of a Luo folktale which many believed 
Brown, Women Writers in Black Africa, p. 157. 
to be based on a true occurrence.^ Ogot's novel offers 
no criticism of traditional mysticism, and even though 
in the early pages of the novel there is the implication 
that some commentary on the status of women in traditional 
society is forthcoming, that ultimately is lacking also. 
One critic attributes this to a conflict within the author 
herself : 
. . . one senses a type of irresolution in the narra¬ 
tive itself— as if the novelist herself is caught 
between two conflicting responses to Nyapol's tradi¬ 
tional world. She recognizes the limiting effects 
on the woman while emphasizing the spiritual and 
communal heritage of that traditionalism. The novel 
stops abruptly . . . instead of coming to any kind 
of implicit or overt narrative judgement on Nyapol's 
total experience.^ 
Whereas this is an accurate summary of the overall presen¬ 
tation of Nyapol, early in the novel her characterization 
is that of a traditional woman who defies conventional 
wifely behavior. When Ochola once again informs her 
that they are moving to Tanzania, 
Nyapol rose to her feet, threatening him with her 
fingers, a thing she had been told never to do to 
a husband even when she was annoyed (PL^, p. 25). 
This prompts Ochola to chide her: 
. . . Sit down and stop pointing at your husband 
with your finger. Do women do that in your home? 
And remember, I hate being interrupted when I'm 
lOBernth Lindfors, "Interview with Grace Ogot," in 
Mazungumzo: Interviews with East African Writers (Athens: 
Ohio University Center for International Studies, 1980), 
pp. 126-27. 
^Brown, p. 28. 
talking. There can be only one husband in the house 
(PL, p. 25). 
In another argument about the move Ochola recalls that he 
was annoyed beyond words by Nyapol's speeches. No 
man had ever spoken to him like that, even those 
who thought they were stronger than he was. He 
had slapped her on the face twice because he was 
provoked beyond control. But Nyapol did not cry. 
She sat where she was stubborn as a mule, as though 
nothing had happened. . . . how long it was taking 
her to learn that it was not correct to speak to 
a husband in that way! (PL,, p. 46) 
Of course, Nyapol already knows that her behavior is 
taboo for a traditional wife, but her deep rooted resent¬ 
ment about leaving her homeland makes her ignore conven¬ 
tion. She believes "Marriage is a form of imprisonment 
in which the master could lead where he wished" (PL, 
p. 45), an irreverent and rebellious thought for a "vil¬ 
lage girl." 
This early rebellious spirit of Nyapol leads one 
to believe that perhaps through K.±r characterization, 
Ogot is about to make some insightful statement about 
the plight of the woman in traditional society. However, 
after they migrate to Tanzania and become prosperous 
farmers and parents, Nyapol emerges as the "ideal wife." 
The qualifications for the "ideal wife" are listed by 
Ochola upon the couple's first large celebration of their 
prosperity. It is the first time that Nyapol must exhibit 
her talent at brewing the traditional beer: 
Nyapol was a good wife! Many people in this new 
land remarked how strong she was in the fields and 
how well she cultivated the land. Her hands were 
20 
light during weeding time, she had also proven herself 
fertile in giving birth to a son. If she was able 
to brew beer, then her qualities as an ideal wife 
would be complete (PL,, p. 99). 
And, of course, Nyapol brews the beer perfectly. 
Being a strong helpmate for farming food crops, 
having the ability to produce live children, and knowing 
the proper preparation method for the traditional hospi¬ 
tality foods are requirements for wives in any traditional 
African culture. That Nyapol rates highly in all these 
is a function of her archetypal characterization. ^ 
She is the traditional woman. The exception to her arche¬ 
typal character is her early rebellious outbursts. Yet 
even this is vindicated when her family must flee back 
to Nyanza to avoid destruction from the wizard's curse. 
She is obedient to her husband on almost all occasions. 
And even though she questions his judgment at times, 
(such as the the decision move to Tangany ka), she never 
refuses, or even imagines that she can refuse, to go 
with him. Steeped in the cultural conventions of her 
ethnic group, Nyapol is therfore satisfied with Ochola, 
who is actually a rather materialistic and greedy person. 
Nyapol does not share Ochola's lust for wealth; neverthe¬ 
less, she welcomes the prosperity they experience before 
Ochola's malady ends their good fortune. 
l^Brown, P* 26. 
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Ochola's ambition in life was to be rich. Richer 
than those whom he had known in his youth. He wanted 
to be rich like Polo, his step-grandfather, who had 
countless heads of cattle (P_L, p. 86). 
Because of his quest for wealth, Ochola is less hostile 
to transition than his wife. That is why he quickly 
decides to emigrate to Tanganyika although custom tells 
him that his dead mother’s spirit would be displeased 
by such action. Members of his ethnic group who return 
from Tanganyika to visit impress him with their wealth. 
For Ochola, achieving great wealth in Tanganyika is much 
more attractive than subsistence farming in his homeland, 
even though it demands that he flout tradition by breaking 
family and community ties. Ochola is clearly part of 
a new order. 
Although he and Nyapol fit into a well-dispersed 
Luo community in Tanganyika, contact with their family 
and friends in their homeland terminates. This makes 
Ochola decide to send a letter to his brother Abiero 
and gives occasion for Ochola’s thoughts on another aspect 
of social transition- western education. 
People who had been educated were now becoming 
richer and richer: those who could read and write 
had advantages over their friends who were illit¬ 
erate. Ochola could not ignore the magic of sending 
a message to friends by means of making marks on 
a piece of paper (PL, p.85). 
Whereas the earliest graduates of the "white man's" schools 
were misfits in their home communities, successive gradu¬ 
ates became wealthy, privileged citizens. Since high 
social esteem and wealth are exactly what Ochola wants, 
education appeals to him immensely. He had not run away 
to school like his younger brother in deference to his 
father. There is some indication that Ochola later regrets 
that he did not go to school because it was an apparent 
prelude or facilitator for prosperity. 
Ochola and Nyapol's trip to the port town while 
they are en route to Tanganyika points out their very 
different opinions of the changes in social behavior 
and employment found there. Nyapol finds the cars and 
lorries frightening. The frenzied rush of the crowd 
to board the ship's gangplank upsets her more. 
Nyapol was shaken and puzzled. Things were so 
different in the town. Politeness was considered 
a weakness that these town people exploited. Every¬ 
one looked after themselves (PL,, p.56). 
Nyapol recognizes the noncommunal and individualistic 
nature of the westernized town. It is the source of 
her discomfiture. The social atmosphere of the town 
conflicts with that of her village where everyone knew 
each other and most or all belonged to the same ethnic 
group. 
Traveling to town, Ochola experiences emotions 
quite different from Nyapol's: 
Ochola could not help feeling important. He 
had looked forward to this time ever since he was 
a boy. The day he would take his wife to town, as 
he had seen many of his clansmen do. It was a matter 
of great prestige in those days to go to town and 
be in contact with the new ideas and acquire the 
new ways of life. People in towns obviously ate 
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better food than those who lived in the country. 
They ate at regular hours too (PL, p.45). 
Although Ochola chooses to live in the countryside, he 
sees town ways and changes as improvements, rather than 
aberrations as Nyapol sees them. When Nyapol sees dock 
workers loading heavy cargo bags onto the steamer by 
carrying them on their naked backs, she weeps with pity 
for them even though they laugh and sing at first. As 
the heat of the sun and exhaustion from the bags' weight 
tire the men, Nyapol is more sorrowful. She believes 
the men must be "bewitched" because "Only bewitched men 
could willingly choose such a job!" (H., p. 52). Ochola, 
who understands the attraction of wage labor for African 
men tells her: 
Why waste your tears? The men have chosen the job 
themselves. They are neither slaves nor prisoners: 
they are just normal men who come to town to earn 
money to buy things for their wives" (j^L, p. 52) 
The disparate views of husband and wife on town employment 
reflect the degree of change in their world view. Nyapol's 
completely traditional mind refuses to see dignity or 
purpose in the work or the dock laborers. In her com¬ 
munity, people labor on their own farms with their labor 
being for the ultimate good of the entire community because 
prosperous families always share their wealth with their 
extended family. On the other hand, Ochola sees men 
working to make money, a simple business contract. He 
does not realize that the unskilled laborers are highly 
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exploited and underpaid; what impresses him is that they 
are getting paid monetary wages. Any honest method that 
men choose to make money is acceptable to Ochola because 
it is a man's right to choose. The ways of the city, 
influenced by the colonial presence, appeal to him because 
he sees them as representative of prosperity. 
Ochola's list of acceptable changes in social and 
economic order is limited to those that he believes improve 
wealth and social prestige; it does not extend to customs 
surrounding husband/ wife relationships. In his household 
he expects his wife to observe all customary behavior 
of the traditional wife. When Nyapol points at him, 
he scolds her and tells her there "can only be one husband 
in the house." When she questions his judgment in an 
argumentative fashion, he slaps her. Obedience and defer¬ 
ence to the husband is mandated by the patriarchal struc¬ 
ture of their traditional Luo society and thus allows 
Ochola total justification for his actions. Most often, 
their cultural education in the same patriarchal system 
precludes consideration of women as independent decision 
makers in matters concerning the financial and economic 
welfare of the household. Nyapol expects him to act 
no differently. Nevertheless, women do act independently; 
Nyapol's final decision demonstrates this. 
Ultimately, an act of disobedience to her husband 
saves Nyapol's family. After using most of their livestock 
and cash to pay expensive "medicine men", who cannot 
cure the "thornlike warts" which cover Ochola's entire 
body, Abiero takes his brother to the white man's hospital 
(upon the advice of his father and as a last resort). 
When the white doctor fails to diagnose or cure the dis¬ 
ease, there appears to be little hope for Ochola's life. 
Then, Magungi, the only medicine man who gave a promise 
of curing Ochola, returns and finally succeeds in ridding 
him of the strange illness. He informs Nyapol, however, 
that they must leave Tanganyika immediately or face certain 
doom (the curse has caused the three children to become 
ill also). The weakened, but essentially unchanged, 
Ochola refuses to leave his wealth: the remaining live¬ 
stock, "several stores of food," and the "big house, 
full of expensive furniture" (PL^, p. 189). He questions 
Nyapol's eagerness to leave all that they "worked so 
hard to gain" (JPL, p.190). But his wife "stood there 
with her head lowered" (PIJ, p.190). Nyapol knows that 
her family will die if they stay in the village; therefore, 
disobeying the wishes of her husband is a matter of sur¬ 
vival. Abiero and Magungi must eventually "drag" Ochola 
away from the rich compound. Ogot writes: "Ochola's 
body was indeed going back to Seme. But his soul would 
26 
stay forever in his home in Tanganyika" (PL, p.193). 
The Promised Land concedes to the triumph of tradi¬ 
tional mysticism in the final section of the novel; never¬ 
theless, as the story unfolds "a fairly realistic repre¬ 
sentation of Nyapol's world,a traditional woman's 
world, evolves also. In the novel the relationship between 
husband and wife and the influence of Western education, 
wage employment and urban living in post World War II 
Kenya indicate that the option to participate in "new 
ways and practices" was an option that younger men in 
the countryside chose. The men's choices then had serious 
ramifications in the lives of women. Nyapol's life in 
Seme was secure and comfortable; she had only just adjusted 
to her husband's village when he decided that they should 
move. The move causes her much mental anguish and a 
feeling of displacement, yet such important decisions 
are not hers for the making. Her sphere of decision 
making is separate: food preparation, child bearing and 
home maintenance. As stated earlier, Ogot avoids criticism 
and scrutiny of the traditional woman's lot which makes 
Nyapol's early rebellion and wish to remain in Seme almost 
an ironic twist, since it is escape from the wizard's 
^Interestingly, the author uses "soul"; neither 
Nyapol nor Ochola is a Christian, although both are mono¬ 
theists and know of the God of Canaan. 
^Brown, pp. 27-28. 
evil and not any original protest by Nyapol which allows 
her wish to prevail. 
Interestingly, the portrait given of a traditional 
woman in Ibo society in Flora Nwapa's Idu appears "lib¬ 
erated" in comparision to that of Nyapol in The Promised 
Land. In her study of East African women, Christine 
Obbo cites the observation that it "cannot be denied" 
that "Nilotic women [such as the Luo] were much more 
controlled by their males than Bantu women [such as the 
Ibo]."*5 Obbo explains also that "any social arrange¬ 
ment must have points of flexibility or else it collap¬ 
ses."^ Nyapol's practical disobedience to Ochola may 
be counted an example of this flexibility. Ibo society 
as shown in the novel, Idu, incorporates a great amount 
of "flexibility" because of the great amount of change 
taking place. 
Idu and her husband are successful traders rather 
than farmers in their lake town in Nigeria. They have 
a temporate, equitable union which is marred only by 
the fact that they have been married for three years 
and produced no offspring. The novel chronicles the 
daily existence in the Ibo village, giving much emphasis 
to the women's point of view in the narrative. Nwapa 
^Christine Obbo, African Women: Their Struggle for 
Economic Independence (London: Zed Press, 1980), p. 93. 
l^Ibid 
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broadens the women’s perspective by including several 
scenes of dialogue between two neighborhood gossips, 
Nwasobi and Uzoechi. From them in the first pages of 
the novel, the reader learns of the closeness and harmony 
of Idu and Adiewere's marriage. And from them comes 
the first announcement of Idu’s problem with conceiving. 
The two women serve as news carriers, commentators and 
links to the unfolding of the novel's plot. Their beliefs, 
prejudices and opinions reflect those of the "typical" 
woman of their community and are good indicators of the 
traditional woman's attitude toward the societal changes 
that affect the behavior and consciousness of women in 
their community. 
Two essential and important sets of comments by 
these women identify the core of womanhood and women's 
lives in their society. The first explains that for 
women childbearing is foremost duty and status bringer 
in the community. Upon learning that Idu is finally 
pregnant, Nwasobi states: 
When a woman is good, God, our ancestors and 
the woman of the Lake all look at her stomach, not 
at her head, but at her stomach."^ 
And on another occasion, a few years later when Idu has 
not had another child: 
l^Flora Nwapa, Idu (London: Heinemann, 1970), p. 42. 
All quotations are from this edition and will be cited 
as Idu with page numbers. 
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What we are all praying for is children. What 
else do we want if we have children?" ( Idu, p. 150). 
Nwasobi's comments denote the central importance of mother¬ 
hood in their society's spiritual and social perceptions 
of womanhood. This explains why a prosperous, harmonious 
marriage, like Idu's, is still a failed marriage if the 
woman does not produce children. 
The other crucial observations of the women concern 
the chief economic activity of the women in their area. 
Nwasobi remarks in a discussion of Ogbenyanu, Idu's sister- 
in-law : 
No, she does not know how to trade. That is 
why we say that she has no sense. A woman who does 
not know how to trade in our town is a senseless 
woman. She is not a woman at all (Idu, p.29). 
Trading at the local market across the lake is the preva¬ 
lent economic activity of the women in their community. 
It is the chief source of income for women, and it allows 
women a degree of financial independence since their 
earnings can be used at their discretion. To Nwasobi, 
a woman without skill at trading can only result from 
a failure in her socialization process; such a woman 
lacks complete qualities of womanhood. Idu, of course, 
is an excellent trader, in palm oil and kernels. She 
shares most opinions and traditional perceptions of the 
"typical" woman in her community. However, Idu eventually 
exhibits a profound difference which asserts her "indivi¬ 
duality . " 
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From Nwasobi and Uzoechi, changes in the behavior 
of the younger women of the day are also recorded. With 
consternation, they remark how, unlike Idu, some women 
imitate white women by not farming or trading when preg¬ 
nant. Uzoechi gives this evaluation: 
Sometimes when I see pregnant girls they look nasty 
to me. I saw one the other day, a newly married 
girl, her pregnancy was just appearing. I came into 
the house, asked about her from her husband. He 
said she was lying down, I told them what I thought. 
'Is pregnancy a disease?' I asked. 'Is what God 
gave you, the blessing of god, a disease that you 
should be sleeping at this time of the day?* Nwasobi, 
the sun was up, and was fast reaching its height. 
And a young woman full of life was lying down because 
she was pregnant (Idu, p. 196). 
The young wife's wayward behavior is further condemned 
because "Her husband cooked for himself" (Idu, p. 197), 
an action which is beyond the women's comprehension. 
These unusual actions by younger members of the community 
derive from their association with and observation of 
Europeans. The more traditional members of the community, 
like Nwasobi and Uzoechi, regard the discarding of the 
conventional wife's role with disdain because it threatens 
the stability of the social order in their society. 
Observing that the birth of twins no longer endangered 
the life of the mother or the babies, Nwasobi remembers 
that "when the world used to be the world, a woman wouldn't 
have lived to see her twins" (Idu, p. 198). Nwasobi 
and Uzoechi believe that the "gods are angry" with their 
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society because of all the divergence from traditional 
behavior and belief. 
The changes in social behavior brought about by 
contact with Europeans and western education which impact 
the lives of those around them seem to have little influ¬ 
ence on the relationship between Idu and Adiewere. But 
their relationship actually demonstrates how change was 
incorporated into what was considered traditional. The 
marriage between Idu and Adiewere is an unusually close 
relationship for two members of traditional Ibo culture. 
The Ibo traditional marriage customs allows little room 
for the Western concept of romantic love; marriage is 
more of an arrangement between families rather than indi¬ 
viduals. The woman serves and respects her husband, 
and if she is fortunate enough to produce at least one 
male child, she then becomes important in her husband's 
eyes. Yet with Idu and Adiewere, the fact that delayed 
childbearing causes little conflict between them confirms 
their exceptional unity. Idu is much more concerned 
and anxious about having children than Adiewere, although 
he does face pressure from his family and community to 
acquire another wife. Adiewere knows that 
if his mother had been alive, life would have been 
terrible for him and for Idu. His mother would have 
made him marry two or three wives by now, and he 
was not at heart a polygamist. All he wanted was 
one good wife and children" (Idu , p.51 ) . 
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Neither Idu nor Adiewere is Christian, but they are fami¬ 
liar with monogamy because of their contact with mission¬ 
aries and other Europeans. Nevertheless, Nwapa negates 
these two factors as influences on the marriage, instead 
she creates a couple whose monogamous stance evolves 
from their harmonious union, and appears to be based 
on a deep romantic attachment. 
Eventually, community members coerce Adiewere into 
taking a second wife. "It was Idu's fault after all. 
It was Idu who insisted on another wife because she did 
not have a child" (Idu, p. 49). Idu does insist that 
Adiewere acquire another wife because she wishes to do 
all that is proper and expected of her as a wife. Nwasobi 
has advised her that community opinion is against her 
because she has not done the customary action of seeking 
another wife for her husband when it appeared that she 
could not have children. Therefore, even though Adiewere 
prefers one wife, Idu urges him to take another which 
he reluctantly does. Idu's opinions and decisions are 
as important and carry as much weight as those of Adiewere 
in their marriage. Whenever Adiewere's irresponsible 
brother needs to borrow more money to support his family, 
Idu is consulted along with Adiewere. Together, she 
and Adiewere decide what to do about each situation or 
problem as it occurs 
Although Idu and Adiewere observe all the necessary 
conventions within their marriage for it be classed as 
traditional, their relationship differs little from the 
modern Western "ideal" of marriage. Theirs is a very 
close partnership which is essentially a nuclear family, 
that is one individual couple which fends for itself, 
fitting into the economic structure by way of its rela¬ 
tionship to the primary economic activity of the society. 
Nwapa speaks of the "communal farms" owned by their com¬ 
pound, but neither Idu nor Adiewere is interested in 
farming. Their mothers and fathers are deceased so that 
social pressure from relatives exists minimally. Adie- 
were's relatives try to intervene only once after his 
second wife runs away. When they discover that she left 
and is pregnant by a local man who deserves little respect, 
they leave without interfering in Idu and Adiewere's 
life. This means that the two most pronounced tenets 
of traditional society life-- the extended family and 
the community social pressure actually have little bearing 
on the couple's relationship. 
They manage to exist rather individually in a com¬ 
munity which finds "individuals" suspect. After one of 
the community women accuses her of being "a dangerous 
woman" because she does not appear pregnant again after 
almost three years and she has not "allowed" her husband 
to marry again, Idu tells Adiewere: 
I only want you to marry another wife. I don't want 
to be called a bad woman any more. If you don't 
want to marry then that is another mattter, but I 
want you to marry. You never know what tomorrow will 
bring (Idu, p. 91). 
Adiewere's reply to this request indicates his willingness 
to please his wife and his understanding of her individual 
nature : 
I shall marry another wife if you want. Why I have 
not married another one, you know. After the experi¬ 
ence with that young girl it is not easy to marry 
again. And you, Idu, what man will marry another 
woman after marrying you. You know you are different 
(Idu,p.91). 
Idu is "different" because she fully expects a more egali¬ 
tarian relationship with her husband than is typical 
in her society, and she will not accept anything less 
than what she expects. She lets Adiewere know that she 
is aware of his brief "affair" with a woman of their 
compound. Adiewere excuses his actions by saying "we 
men are like that" (Idu p. 207) and by asking Idu to 
forgive him, stating, "I won't misbehave again"(Idu, 
p.207). Her reaction to that is: "I have agreed. I 
believe you, but you have to appease me"(Idu, p. 207). 
"Agreed" is the key term to understanding Idu's difference 
from the other women in the compound; she expects to 
be consulted on all aspects of Adiewere's life, including 
those which involve other women. And if he does not 
have a second wife, she expects him to be physically 
and mentally faithful to her. She prizes her relationship 
with Adiewere over anything else in the world, even mother 
hood. She fully expects her husband to be responsible 
to her and completely honest about his actions. 
Idu's reaction to Adiewere's sudden death from 
an internal illness, probably a severe ulcer, further 
demonstrates her individual nature. She explains why 
she does not weep: 
That's not what we agreed. Adiewere and I planned 
things together. We did not plan this. We did not 
plan that he would leave me today and go to the land 
of the dead (Idu, p. 210). 
Without Adiewere, Idu does not wish to live, even though 
she is pregnant with her second child. Custom mandates 
that she marry her husband's brother, the same brother 
whom she and Adiewere have virtually supported for years. 
Ignoring tradition and discarding the view that motherhood 
is everything a woman can wish for, Idu quietly dies 
a month after her husband in order to join him in the 
land of the dead. Again she makes an important decision 
and again she puts the relationship with Adiewere first. 
Believing that there is a land of the dead where the 
ancestors live, she dies thinking that she and Adiewere 
will set up housekeeping on the other side. 
To a certain degree, Idu's individual nature (and 
that of Adiewere) is influenced by changes brought about 
by the European presence. For example, when she becomes 
pregnant, instead of going to the maternity home in their 
town, she travels to the hospital at Iyienu to see the 
white doctor. Adiewere even wants her to spend her last 
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two months of pregnancy there at the hospital. Although 
Idu delivers at home with Nwasobi attending as midwife 
because the child comes earlier than expected, Idu and 
Adiewere wish for a delivery in the hospital because 
they believe it to be safer. Most of the women in the 
compound still deliver their children at home, Idu and 
Adiewere's acceptance of the hospital birth demonstrates 
their acceptance of change. 
It is the same with Western education. Idu wants 
her son to be educated so that the white men will not 
be able to cheat him in trade. Adiewere believes that 
the discipline taught in the schools is good and that 
"nobody who goes to school behaves like a fool" (Idu, 
p. 183). Instead of being suspect of the schools and 
what is done there like many people in their town, Idu 
and Adiewere want education for their son. 
Overall, the portrayal of the relationship of Idu 
and Adiewere demonstrates a point that might be said 
to be tangential to the conclusions drawn about the rela¬ 
tionship of Nyapol and Ochola. Active participation 
in various areas of social change such as work and educa¬ 
tion is more acceptable for men than for women. Adherence 
to tradition is mandated for women at all times and stray¬ 
ing from tradition causes the wrath of public opinion 
and possibly ostracism to descend. Nwapa characterizes 
Idu as a woman who respects tradition, yet wants to fully 
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realize her individual nature within the bounds of tradi¬ 
tion. Only because she has a husband who accepts her 
individual nature can she even begin to expect semi-equal¬ 
ity in the marriage. Nevertheless, Idu is kept in check 
by other women of her community; when they criticise 
her actions, she then acts to move back into the cus¬ 
tomary bounds. One critic explains that in Nwapa's novel: 
This individualism, or search for individuality, 
is counterbalanced by Nwapa's insistence on the essen¬ 
tial vulnerability of her women as women in a society 
in which age-old expectations of women as wives and 
mothers conflict with certain needs for individual 
choice. 
The time period of Nwapa's Idu is not clearly delin¬ 
eated in the novel, although it is colonial Nigeria. 
The conversations of the community members on the changes 
in behavior and attitudes indicate that it is probably 
late in the colonial period. Pinpointing the exact time 
span is not particularly relevant to the story. Con¬ 
versely, in Joys of Motherhood, another novel which chro¬ 
nicles the life of an Ibo woman, the time period becomes 
of utmost importance when examining the forces that shape 
the life and the interpersonal relationships of its pro¬ 
tagonist. 
Emecheta introduces her protagonist, Nnu Ego, imme¬ 
diately after the sudden death of her four week old son. 
l^Lloyd Brown, "The African Woman as Writer," Canadian 
Journal of African Studies 9 (1975):498. 
The death causes the mother to temporarily lose her sanity 
and she is rescued, perhaps from suicide, by a distant 
kinsman. Yet, Emecheta delays the unfolding of the Nnu 
Egos' story by giving the details of her mother's unusual 
life in the traditional village. 
Nnu Ego's mother remains unmarried because her 
father, a chief with no living sons, decides that 
she must never marry; his daughter was never going 
to stoop to any man. She was free to have men, how¬ 
ever, and if she bore a son, he would take her father' 
name, thereby rectifying the omission nature had 
made.^ 
The daughter, Ona, grows to become a "very beautiful 
young woman who managed to combine stubbornness with 
arrogance" (JM, p. 11). She becomes the favored mistress 
of Agbadi, a highly respected and wealthy local chief. 
Although Ona and Agbadi share a deep affection for each 
other, Ona refuses to marry him, even after she conceives 
and gives birth. Her independent existence ends when 
she is persuaded to leave her father's compound because 
Nnu Ego suffers strange headaches. The child is said 
to be the reincarnation of a slave woman who was buried 
along with Agbadi's senior wife on the day that Nnu Ego 
was born. Ona dies in childbirth after the move. 
•*-9Buchi Emecheta, The Joys of Motherhood (New York: 
George Braziller, 1979), p. 12. All further references 
will be cited as J^l with page numbers. 
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The portrait of Ona is that of a woman who lives 
in the rural village and is allowed to "think" and act 
like a man with impunity. It provides a great contrast 
to that of Nnu Ego, who displays none of the obstinance 
or defiance of her mother. But it must be noted that 
Ona's father has raised her as he would a son; there¬ 
fore, her arrogance and defiance are to be expected. 
If not for her father's declaration and his prestige, 
it is doubtful that Ona's behaviour would be tolerated 
by her community. Her "individual" personality and beha¬ 
vior are encouraged and protected by her father's power. 
At times, it is clear that Ona wishes to marry and live 
in Agbadi's compound, but she is bound to her father's 
wor d. 
With Nnu Ego, Buchi Emecheta creates a character 
whose childhood takes place in the thirties and who marries 
and resides in the city during the forties and fifties. 
Nnu Ego is raised in a traditional Ibo village where 
her first marriage fails because she appears barren. 
Because she is the proud daughter of a chief, she does 
not remain to suffer abuse and ostracism from her first 
husband's second wife and his relatives, instead she 
returns home and her father arranges her marriage to 
a man who works in Lagos. 
The shift to the city is most dramatic and fateful 
for Nnu Ego. The values, customs and behavior recog- 
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nized as necessary for a successful wife in traditional 
society in Ibuza, her home, do not exactly transfer to 
the city. Like Idu, Nnu Ego is used to women trading 
and having a certain amount of financial resources always 
at their disposal, instead of being dependent solely 
on the income of their husbands. Nnu Ego actually tries 
to acquiesce to social change by letting her husband 
support her after the death of her first child, which 
she blames on her "trying to be traditional in a modern 
urban setting"(JM, p.89). She ponders the situation 
while nursing her second child: 
She may not have money to supplement her husband's 
income, but were they not in a white man's world 
where it was the duty of the father to provide for 
his family? In Ibuza, women made a contribution, 
but in urban Lagos, men had to be the sole provider; 
this new setting robbed the woman of her useful role 
. . . . It was because she wanted to be a woman of 
Ibuza that she lost her child. This time she was 
going to play it according to the new rules. 
She would sometimes ask herself how long she 
must do it. In Ibuza after the child was weaned, 
one could leave him with an elderly member of the 
family and go in search of trade. But in Lagos there 
were no elderly grandparents. Then she would scold 
herself: 'Nnu Ego, daughter of Agbadi, don't be 
greedy. Manage with Nnaife's income and look after 
your child. That is your duty. Be satisfied with 
his earnings. Let him do his duty' (JjM, p. 81). 
This passage clearly indicates several changes in the 
social order for Nnu Ego: the new status of housewife, 
the dissolution of the extended family network and the 
reduction of the financial independence of the Ibo woman. 
The perspective that it is the woman's duty to earn the 
money for the upkeep of her and her children's household 
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needs is the perspective that Nnu Ego brings to Lagos 
where she confronts the European concept of wifehood. 
However, in Lagos, as in any European city of the 
day, the wages of an underpaid working class male are 
barely enough to keep his family at subsistence level. 
Initially, the nature of her husband's employment is 
a source of shame for the traditionally proud Nnu Ego. 
Nnaife is a laundryman for a British doctor and his wife, 
an occupation which Nnu Ego finds disgraceful since it 
requires a grown man to wash white women's underthings 
for a living. Nnaife tries to convince her that it is 
good "honest" employment, and when his white employers 
return to Britain permanently, he must continually search 
for employment, finally obtaining a job on a ship which 
takes him away from his family for months at a time. 
After that, he works odd jobs until he gets a job as 
a grasscutter. And when World War II escalates, Nnaife 
is one of the Nigerian men who is kidnapped and drafted 
into the British forces and sent to fight in Burma. 
These circumstances require Nnu Ego to do petty trading 
to support the family while Nnaife seeks work and later 
while he is gone for months as a cook on a ship and over 
a year in the war. 
Because she sees herself fulfilling the traditional 
wife-mother role as provider and nurturer for her many 
children, and because she is insulated and isolated by 
her poverty and continuous travail, Nnu Ego's personal 
outlook alters little. Change takes place all around 
her: women go to school; her son goes to school in America; 
her daughter marries a Yoruba man. Even her traditional 
view of motherhood, supposedly life's great fulfillment 
for women, changes. 
Nevertheless, Nnu Ego is not a conscious participant 
in the change about her. This becomes clear when Nnaife 
is on trial for assaulting his daughter's future Yoruba 
relatives. She tells the lawyer in the Yoruba filled 
courtroom : 
Nnaife is the head of our family. He owns me, 
just like God in the sky owns us. So even though 
I pay the fees, he owns me. So in other words he 
pays (JM, p. 217). 
The people in the courtroom laugh and snicker outright 
at the contradictions found within Nnu Ego's anachronistic 
world view. Despite her belief in male superiority, she 
is and has been, for the most part, the sole supporter 
of her large family. 
Unlike Nnu Ego, Naife's second wife, Adaku, leaves 
the polygamous household to become a prosperous business 
woman. Her reaction to her inferior position as second 
wife and mother of only girls, is in itself a statement 
on the degree of change that the society is undergoing. 
Not only does she leave the crowded polygamous household, 
she also intends to send her two daughters to school, 
something Nnu Ego will only do for her boys. Adaku, 
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explains to Nnu Ego why the people laughed at her and 
why Nnaife does not own her: 
I'm afraid that has changed. Nnaife does not own 
anybody, not in Nigeria today. But, Senior wife, 
don't- worry. You believe in tradition. You have 
changed little, but stood firm by your belief (JM, 
p. 218). 
From this experience, Nnu Ego's eyes are opened; she 
begins to observe the community about her with greater 
awareness of its alterations. She also sees how her 
traditional world view has kept her isolated in the modern 
Lagos society. Her world view changes very little over 
the years-- she trades some of her gods for the Christian 
one— yet she continues to view her lot in life the way 
her foremothers did. Ultimately, this is why she sacri¬ 
fices her personal growth as a social being for her chil¬ 
dren. By the time her children are older, she has few 
close friends in Lagos; she long ago stopped attending 
the women's meetings, most of her life is working and 
caring for her children. 
All Nnu Ego can do is question her lot. After 
giving birth to twin daughters, one of the daughters 
who later marries a Yoruba man, she reasons: 
Men— all they were interested in were male babies 
to keep their names going. But did not a woman have 
to bear the woman-child who would later bear sons? 
'God when will you create a woman who will be fulfilled 
in herself, a full human being, not anybody's appen¬ 
dage? . . . Yes I have many children, but what do 
I have to feed them on? On my life I have to give 
them my all. And if I am lucky enough to die in 
peace, I even have to give them my soul .... When 
will I be free (JM, p. 186-87). 
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She goes on to say "but who made the law that says we 
should not hope in our daughters? We women subscribe 
to the law more than anyone. Until we change all this, 
it is still a man's world, which women will always help 
build" (JM, p. 186). These slightly out of character 
thoughts of Nnu Ego (which are Emecheta speaking through 
Nnu Ego), show that she recognizes the extreme inequality 
that governs the social position of women in her society. 
But she heaps most of the blame on men. This is a con¬ 
sistent occurrence in the novels of Emecheta; injustices 
in marital relationships seem to be blamed on the inherent 
nature of men, rather than on the societal structure 
and cultural norms that foster male and female behavior. 
Conflict from several sources pervades Nnu Ego's 
relationship with Nnaife, and results in a marriage that 
produces seven children but little happiness for its 
partners. Nnu Ego's early dissatisfaction with Nnaife's 
employment calms after she has her first child and is 
therefore grateful to him for providing her with the 
experience of motherhood. Yet the calm gives way to 
turmoil when Adaku, who is younger and luckier in trade, 
moves into the small rented room where they must all 
live. The polygamous household of the agrarian communi¬ 
ties, where each woman had her own separate dwelling, 
could thrive and sustain families because of its incor¬ 
poration in the social and economic structure of the 
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society. In urban Lagos, however, the pattern of social 
relations necessary for such a household could not be 
sustained. Nnaife's employment as a grasscutter barely 
provides for Nnu Ego's children; therefore, even though 
he delights in having a new bed partner when he inherits 
his brother's youngest wife, his financial burden actually 
increases. The discord, jealousy and financial inequality 
among the senior wife, junior wife and husband eventually 
lead to Adaku's departure. 
The day that Nnaife is kidnapped and forced to 
join the army is also the same day that he has told Nnu 
Ego and Adaku that he will give them no more money, that 
they will have to support themselves completely. Both 
women are pregnant; Nnu Ego has four children already 
and Adaku has one. Although Nnaife's declaration is 
precipitated by the women's refusal to cook for him, 
his reaction conforms to his characterization as an insen¬ 
sitive, selfish male. Nnaife continually works when 
he can find employment, yet he never appears to make 
a sincere effort to improve the lot of his large family 
or even to be sympathetic to their needs. He may be 
judged harshly because Emecheta designs the story so 
that it demands "almost total sympathy for the heroine."20 
^Eustace Palmer, "The Feminine Point of View: Buchi 
Emecheta's The Joys of Motherhood,"in African Literature 
Today no.13, ed. Eldred Jones (New York: Africans Pub., 
1983), p. 46. 
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The characterization of Nnaife also reenforces "her attempt 
to blacken the males in order to show up the poignancy 
of Nnu Ego's (the representative female’s) situation" 
by which "Emecheta sacrifices psychological plausibi¬ 
lity and mars her characterization somewhat."21 
Emecheta affords Nnaife little sympathy in her 
portrayal of him as an overweight boor. The traditional 
ideal of the strong, muscular and independent provider 
which applied to men of Nnu Ego’s village fades in the 
city. Upon realizing that Nnu Ego is pregnant during 
an argument, Nnaife neither softens nor appears overly 
happy, a reaction which causes Nnu Ego’s further disappoint¬ 
ment in her husband. Later, her neighbor, the cook's 
wife, explains to her: 
You want a husband who has time to ask you if 
you wish to eat rice, or drink corn pap with honey? 
Forget it. Men here are too busy being white men's 
servants to be men. We women mind the home. Not 
our husbands. Their manhood has been taken away 
from them. The shame of it is that they don't know 
it. All they see is the money, shining white man's 
money (JM, p. 51). 
The male's lust for money and his desire for wage labor 
is seen as the divisive force in the traditional husband- 
wife relations. Nnu Ego, like her neighbor, believes 
that there is something inherent in the nature of urbanized 
men which has eliminated their traditional sense of self- 
211 bid . , pp. 53-54 
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respect and delivered them as such compliant and vulner¬ 
able victims of exploitation. 
Yet Emecheta identifies the economic activities 
necessary for survival in the city as barriers to com¬ 
munication and romantic attachment for husband and wife, 
so that Nnaife is not completely responsible for the 
absence of harmony in the marriage. Describing the cou¬ 
ple’s life before the first child is born, Emecheta states: 
Like other husbands and wives in Lagos, Nnu Ego and 
Nnaife started growing slightly apart, not that they 
were that close at the start. Now each was in a 
different world. There was no time for petting or 
talking to each other about love. That type of family 
awareness which the illiterate farmer was able to 
show his wives, his household, his compound, had 
been lost in Lagos, for the job of the white man, 
for the joy of buying expensive lappas, and for the 
feel of shiny trinkets. Few men in Lagos would have 
time to sit and admire their wives tattoos, let alone 
tell them tales of animals nestling in the forests, 
like the village husband who might lure a favourite 
wife into the farm to make love to her with only 
the sky as their shelter, or bathe in the same stream 
with her, scrubbing each other's backs (JM, p. 52). 
Nnu Ego and Nnaife lack a close romantic attachment from 
the beginning of their marriage because of her disgust 
for Nnaife's appearance (she compares him to a "middle-aged 
woman") and her disapproval of his washerman's job. 
However, after setting up trade with a loan from the 
Ibuza wives' fund, she finds a new pleasure in being 
able to buy a new outfit to wear to the wives meetings; 
"She was so thrilled with this that, as the other more 
experienced women had foretold, she had no time to be 
lonely or worry about her husband's humiliating job, 
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or bite her fingers about her coming child" (J_M, p. 52). 
Nnu Ego becomes caught in the same economic swirl as 
her husband, for as Emecheta explains: 
In Lagos a wife would not have time. She had to 
work. She provided the food from her husband's 
meagre housekeeping money, but finding the money 
for clothes, for any kind of comforts, in some cases 
for the children's school fees, was on her shoulders 
(JM, pp. 52-53). 
Indeed, Nnu Ego spends her entire life in Lagos as a 
mother supporting her children with little or no help 
from Nnaife. The marriage is based on traditional prin¬ 
ciples, but must exist in a very nontraditional environment 
which causes a complete erosion of the conventional roles. 
Nnaife's personal slackness, compounded by his low wages, 
adds to this erosion. 
Ironically, Nnaife and Nnu Ego's marriage would 
be judged as successful in a limited sense because it 
did produce so many offspring. Nevertheless, the children 
grow up amidst overwhelming change also. Even though 
she sacrificed so dearly to send to send them to school, 
Nnu Ego's boys go to college abroad and never return 
to help their parents or even acknowledge gratitude for 
their mother's sacrifice while she is alive. One of 
her twin daughters chooses her own husband, a Yoruba 
man. The choice results in Nnaife's irrational act of 
trying to attack his daughter's in-laws, whereupon he 
is tried, convicted and imprisoned. Nnaife's imprison¬ 
ment results in the complete breakdown of the marriage, 
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since Nnu Ego moves back to Ibuza to her own people. 
After his release from prison, Nnaife returns to Ibuza 
and his own people (who shun Nnu Ego), to live with his 
third wife. Their marriage serves as an excellent example 
of how urbanization, along with changes in employment 
and education, affects a traditional plan for a husband- 
wife relationship, since the forces of societal change 
have as much influence on the relationship as the cou¬ 
ple's personal limitations. 
Nnu Ego's individuality arises from her singular 
determination to be a sucessful mother according to the 
traditional teaching of her people. Because she does 
not give in to modern views in the face of great transition 
in social perspective, her life is shown to be somewhat 
tragic. Clinging to what she has been taught, that mother¬ 
hood is the supreme achievement for women in society, 
she realizes but does not wish to confront the reality 
that in totally dedicating her life to her children, 
she has forfeited having a fuller, more enjoyable life 
in the city. She never reaps the rewards for motherhood 
which she expects because the changes that help to destroy 
her marriage with Nnaife, also influence the perspectives 
of her children as they grow up in Lagos. 
Although there is tragedy in each story, among 
the three protagonists studied here, Nnu Ego appears 
most tragically affected by alterations in the traditional 
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social order. Her marriage and her spirit cannot survive 
what happens to them in the city. Neither Nyapol nor 
Idu is faced with such poverty or male insensitivity, 
although the major conflicts in their lives stem from 
the actions or fate of their husbands just as Nnu Ego's 
do. Yet all three women remain loyal and firm in the 
beliefs and customs taught them in their home communities. 
Their roles and duties as women are always clearly defined 
for them,and it is only barriers foisted forward by male 
capriciousness or societal intervention which prevent 
them from realizing their full potential as traditional 
women and wives. 
It is interesting to note that the greater the 
amount of social transition the women face, the lesser 
the role traditional religion plays in their lives. 
Whereas Nyapol's whole existence is threatened by the 
evil charm of their next door wizard and she must contin¬ 
ually seek one medicine man after another, Idu seems 
to consult dibias as an afterthought. When her son is 
born on the day of the eclispe, neither she nor Adiewere 
feel it necessary to ask for a special charm for their 
child, as most members of their town would. Similarly, 
Nnu Ego's earlier barrenness and her trouble in her child¬ 
laden life is blamed on her troublesome "chi," yet she 
pays little attention to it as she struggles to survive 
in the city. This inclusion of traditional mysticism 
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as influential forces in the stories parallels the authors' 
purposes in their exposition. Ogot, whose novel offers 
little social criticism, allows full sweep to the mystical 
content of her story, while Nwapa, who is concerned about 
women having individual choices as well as community 
acceptance, needs little support from the fantastic for 
'her narrative (that Idu can will herself to die so soon 
after Adiewere's death, is unusual enough). Emecheta 
wishes^ to. expose ironies and contradictions in the pre¬ 
vailing mythology of motherhood as the highest good for 
women. Her use of traditional mystical beliefs becomes 
very irregular since, as one critic states, "she merely 
wanted to use it as an element of plot to spark off a 
chain of events."^ The same critic states that because 
of Emechet^'s ambivalence in her presentation of the 
supernatural, "this confusion suggests that the super¬ 
natural is not rendered convincing on the artistic le¬ 
vel."23 
Overall, the presentation of the traditionally 
educated woman and her plight in these novels reveals 
that the dynamics of social change touch all communities 
and demand confrontation. The individual choices of 
Nyapol, Idu and Nnu Ego are circumscribed by their socio- 
22Palmer, p. 55 
23Ibid. 
economic standing and their personal relationship with 
their husbands and community. It is clear in the artistic 
rendering of their fictional lives, that as individuals 
and community citizens, they must face change while trying 
to remain unchanged, i.e. trying to remain within the 
realms of tradition. 
CHAPTER II 
TO TOWN AND BACK: TRANSITIONAL 
WOMEN CHARACTERS 
Facing a direct challenge to what was and is tradi¬ 
tion presents the central conflict in the lives of the 
women characters in the category identified here as transi¬ 
tional women. The category is used only as a descriptive 
one, transitional women being those who break with some 
customary societal convention, be it religious, political, 
economic, ideological or some combination of these. 
Among the social factors which created this transitional 
woman, urbanization and education based on Western models 
hold primary influence. This is not to oversimplify 
the complex processes by which human ideas and behavior 
change, but as shown in the discussion of the woman edu¬ 
cated by tradition, the influence of urbanizaton and 
education on the shaping of values is immense. 
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"Fiction never equals fact, but it mirrors fact,"*- 
and as with the discussion of the traditional woman char¬ 
acter, parallels will be drawn between the fictional 
lives and the studies of real African women's lives because 
of the added insight into the phenomenon of social change 
which the comparison gives. In the portrayal of women 
given by each author, the characters are not presented 
as being consciously or conspicuously aware of their 
lives as barometers of change in their society. Yet, 
as one anthropologist states in a study of the urban 
African woman, "the status of women [is] one of the best 
indices available for judging and predicting social 
change."^ 
Four novels by women writers from West, East and 
South Africa give detailed characterizations of transi¬ 
tional women: Ripples in the Pool, Rebeka Njau; The 
Bride Price, Buchi Emecheta; So Long A Letter, Mariama 
Bâ; Haru, Bessie Head. The central women characters 
of these novels have all lived in an urban area at some 
point and all have completed some form of higher education, 
be it high school, trade school or college. Underlying 
^-Gloria Gayles, No Crystal Stair: Visions of Race 
and Sex in Black Women's Fiction(New York: Pilgrim 
Press, 1984), p. 13. 
^Kenneth Little, African Women in Towns: An Aspect 
of Africa's Social Revolution (London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1973), p. 7. 
much of the alteration of their beliefs and lifestyles 
is the influence of formal education. 
Of the four novels discussed in this chapter, two 
characterize women whose central conflict is an internal 
marriage conflict. Njau's Ripples in the Pool shows 
Selina, a nurse and model, whose final, emotionally dis¬ 
turbed state appears to be directly linked to her ambition, 
'street' education and corruption in the city which make 
her arrogant and independent. Bâ's So Long a Letter 
details the pain, frustration and eventual practical 
sense of independence that a middle class Muslim wife 
acquires after she is abandoned by her husband, who takes 
a new wife. The marriage between a chief's daughter 
and a descendant of an "osu" (a slave), with an unpaid 
bride price in The Bride Price and the elopement of the 
community leader and future chief with a woman of the 
untouchable underclass in Maru identifies the central 
conflict of these novels as class conflict. In both 
novels, the central woman character defies community 
convention by marrying the man of her choice. 
Overall, internal marriage, generational (older 
woman/ younger woman), urban/ rural (modern/ traditional), 
and class present the central conflicts within these 
novels. The four novels chronicle problems of male-female 
interrelationships, dealing primarily with problems of 
courtship, marriage and separation. The women must choose 
how much of what is traditional to accept or relinquish 
in order to resolve or attempt to resolve the major con¬ 
flict in their lives. They must also decide where the 
median or balance between the acceptance of nontraditional 
values and behavior and the appreciation of the conven¬ 
tions of tradition rests, since they must live as part 
of a community. The major motivation for acceptance 
of new ideas and the degree of their incorporation into 
the world view and lifestyles of the women is also one 
of the central issues addressed in this discussion. 
One of the nuclear issues brought to focus in these 
novels is the generational conflict, the noticeable altera 
tion in the relationships between women, especially those 
of older women and younger women. It is women of the 
post-independence generation who are more likely to be 
educated and/or live in the city. The younger women 
hold a combination of beliefs drawn from European based 
education and urban living. These beliefs become a source 
of conflict or disagreement between younger women and 
their older relatives. 
As mother of adolescent and college educated daugh¬ 
ters, Ramatoulaye of So Long a Letter, while adjusting 
to the shifts in her o\*n life, has to acknowledge, accept 
or reject the modern ways of her daughters. Nnu Ego, 
of The Joys of Motherhood (discussed in Chapter One), 
faced a similar situation, even though her daughters 
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received much less formal education than those of Rama- 
toulaye. The experience of growing up in the city also 
results in their viewing womanhood somewhat differently 
from their mothers. That is why one of Nnu Ego’s twin 
daughters could defy tradition to marry a Yoruba man 
’’for love." 
In her study of African women, Maria Cutrufelli 
explains that the generational conflict between young 
women and older women as a result of the education of 
the younger women: 
In the past, women past the procreative age often 
held an honourable position in society. Now, their 
status is considerably lower, and certainly unequal 
educational opportunities are partly responsible 
for bringing this about. Today, women students are 
held in higher esteem than their mothers or grand¬ 
mothers, with the result that old women are resentful, 
while the young ones have a sense of guilt towards 
them. 
Cutrufelli goes on to say that to relieve the guilt, 
young women accuse the older ones of witchcraft. How 
prevalent this practice is, she does not document; however, 
the relationship between Selina and her mother-in-law 
in Ripples in the Pool appears as a prime representation 
of this type of older/younger woman conflict in fiction. 
Selina accuses her mother in law of being a "witch" and 
blames her for the two miscarriages that she has after 
marriage. A particularly vehement and bitter relationship 
^Maria Rosa Cutrufelli, Women of Africa: Roots of 
the Oppression (London: Zed, 1983) , p^ 163. 
58 
betweeen the older woman and her urbanized daughter-in-law 
is portrayed. 
The following is a speech which Selina’s mother- 
in-law gives her son to encourage him to abandon his 
city wife and return to their family land in the village. 
The mother-inlaw remains unnamed throughout the novel: 
I can see that you are lost, my son. I have lost 
you, lost everything. When your father deserted 
us, I hoped that you would be my support during old 
age. I hoped you and I would find joy in each other. 
You were so close to me once but now I can see you 
moving way. I can see you have found another mother 
and you want to desert me. ... I know there is 
no happiness for an old woman like me. I'm alone 
in the village. My piece of land is full of weeds. 
My hands shake when I take a knife to turn the soil. 
What will happen to the land I have worked so long? 
I thought that one day you would help me to overcome 
the loneliness of old age. . . . But now you have 
chosen a woman of the city and I have lost you. 
You have chosen a conceited woman, and I know she 
will bring you nothing but misery!^ 
Evident from the anguished speech is the mother's concern 
for her own future and for tradition which insures care 
for older family members. Also evident is her distrust 
and dislike for Selina, whose urbanized behavior and 
world view unsettle the old woman. Selina and the old 
woman battle for control over Gikere, who is weak-spirited 
and somewhat cowardly. 
Gikere's dream is to establish a clinic in his 
home village. After he and Selina live for a while in 
^Rebeka Njau, Ripples in the Pool (1975: London: Heine¬ 
mann, 1978), pp. 8-9. All further quotations from this 
text will be cited as RP. 
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the city where he works as a hospital assistant, he decides 
to move back to his home, Selina opposes the move, and 
when Gikere tells her that she can remain in the city, 
she becomes hysterical and accuses him of trying to desert 
her. Her reaction is predictable because her marriage 
to Gikere is a calculated act which she performs to protect 
her own future, although she does know that Gikere marries 
her because he needs her money to help build a clinic. 
The move to the village requires that Selina give up 
her independent lifestyle in the city and effectively 
cuts off her independent source of income. 
Early in the novel there is indication that Selina 
has a disturbed personality; nevertheless, she is a sur¬ 
vivor. Running away from her cruel father in the rural 
village where her mother committed suicide, Selina stays 
with an old man in another village before she returns 
home to her father, only to run away to the city after 
his abuse starts anew. 
In the city she learns that her physical attrac¬ 
tiveness can be used as a source of income. Consequently, 
she becomes an independent, highly paid call-girl. She 
also poses for magazine covers and supports her way through 
nursing school, which provides her with a legitimate 
occupation and establishes her connection to the formal 
sector of the economy. Her decision to move back to 
Gikere's home village means relinquishing a life that 
60 
has provided her with money, independence and prestige. 
On her yearly visits to her home village, "children fol¬ 
lowed behind her calling her *muthungu * (European)" (RP, 
p. 1). In a certain sense she is completely modern in 
her outlook; her pragmatic and somewhat individualistic 
notions about men and life emphasize this outlook: 
It is a woman's duty to make herself attractive. 
. . . I know how to use make-up. That's why men 
are always after me. They think I have charm but 
that is because I know how to treat them. Although 
I'm free with them, they cannot cheat me. I know 
what I want from them. ... I make them bow seven 
times before I will speak to them. I treat them 
roughly and get away with it! You can do anything 
in the city, you know (j?P, pp.1-2). 
Selina goes on to say 
I love beautiful things. ... I like to possess 
them, make them my own. It's a disease with me. 
But I make men pay for them. If they want me they 
must spend their money (R_P, p. 2). 
Selina's independence and materialistic outlook 
have been the key to her survival in the city, leaving 
her an unsympathetic, calculating woman. Alone in the 
city, she thinks of herself as an individual and not 
as part of a family and community; therefore she spends 
her time planning for the satisfaction of her individual 
wants. Her ability to gain favors from men and her occu¬ 
pation as nurse and model help feed this individualism 
which thrives upon her selfishness and her exaggerated 
acceptance of Western values. 
One researcher explains that women in urban African 
societies were more receptive to Western ideas and values 
because of the growth of capitalist economic develop¬ 
ment and the decline of the traditional family network: 
The ascendency of the market system along with the 
tumultuous process of urbanization and the break 
up of the traditional family fabric have paved the 
way for the establishment of Western values and ways 
of life. A new philosophy of life, primarily catering 
for the needs of the individual as a 'person', has 
been making headway in a society still attached to 
a profoundly anti-individualistic Weltanschauung. 
Beyond doubt, the societal segment most directly 
affected by what soon appeared to be a revolutionary 
process was the female segment: in fact, in some 
strata and in particular instances, women have been 
the harbingers of the new philosophy.^ 
Selina's characterization appears to be a direct représenta 
tion of the result of processes described above, since 
she is a "harbinger" of the new values. The men whom 
Selina dates are "top government officials, MP's, execu¬ 
tives and bosses of big companies"(RjP, p.4), men who 
insure that the market economy continues to grow or at 
least that their portion of it continues to provide them 
with wealth. Selina's mercenary view of these men is 
not unlike their treatment of most women with whom they 
are involved in extramarital affairs; her friend and 
« 
fellow model, Sophia, was left deserted by a "Permanent 
Secretary in a government office" after she give birth 
to a baby girl. Selina calls these men "bush creatures." 
"They are like ticks. They suck your blood, if you are 
a fool and leave you dry. Always demanding more and 
-*Cutruf elli, African Women, p. 3 
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more, in fact more than one can give"(RP^, p. 2). From 
the relationships with such men, Selina learns to value 
only the benefit of acquiring money and material things. 
Yet, for a marriage partner, Selina wishes to have 
"a real companion. . . a real friend who will not desert 
me when I'm old and full of wrinkles on my face!" (RP, 
p. 3). She wants the traditional attributes of provider, 
companion and helpmate. And because she is willing to 
move back to the village to assure that she keep her 
husband, she is a transitional woman. Although much, 
perhaps most, of her mentality is governed by modern 
ideas about the nature of her society and the role of 
women in it, Selina clings to traditional ideas about 
marriage. Nevertheless, her ideas do not include the 
traditional extended family network. 
In the rural village, Selina is isolated and bored. 
Trying to avoid another miscarriage, she "remained indoors 
most of the time. . . . However, once every two weeks 
she went to the city and spent a night there visiting 
fashion shops and hairdressers. She returned to the village 
determined to relax at her dressing-table and exercise 
facial muscles that were beginning to stiffen" (RP, 
p. 15). Unlike Selina, though, Gikere's life is full 
of enterprise. Upon his mother's advice, he sets up 
a shop in a nearby trading center to sell groceries and 
the vegetables which he successfully grows on his mother's 
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land. His mother continues to be an influential voice 
in his life, and that exacerbates the enmity between 
his wife and his mother. He tries to mediate the crossfire 
between the two women, most times unsuccessfully. While 
he goes on a business trip, Selina and the old woman 
quarrel, which ends with Selina pushing the old woman. 
This the old woman reports when her son returns, and 
when Selina attacks the woman again in the presence of 
Gikere, he brutally beats her, even though she is preg¬ 
nant. 
Besides making her bitterly resent Gikere, the 
beating insults Selina's pride. As if in retaliation, 
she directs intense emotion toward Gaciru, Gikere's sister, 
who has been living with them since she failed her exams 
and could not go to high school. Gaciru is gifted at 
dollmaking, and Selina encourages her and intends to 
set up a business selling the dolls. This indicates 
that although Selina is cut off from her work and the 
independent status she once had, her ideas for self-suffi¬ 
ciency continue. Yet, her relationship with Gaciru con¬ 
tinually reveals an increasingly disturbed mental state, 
as she tries to take over Gaciru's life, because Gaciru 
is like the beautiful things that Selina wishes to pos¬ 
sess. Gaciru is also young and apparently freer than 
the married, pregnant and battered Selina, especially 
after Selina decides to give Gikere her savings. 
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Selina's relationship with Gaciru is tantamount 
to a lesbian affection, which is what Gikere suspects; 
he thinks of the relationship as "something shameful 
to talk about" (RP, p. 64). Selina even attempts suicide 
when Gikere tells her that Gaciru has gone away, after 
one of Selina's tantrums of jealousy. Later, Selina 
tries to explain to Gikere that she feels no shame for 
loving Gaciru because his sister displays the innocence 
she once saw in him. She also recognizes the exploitive 
nature of the relationships men have established with 
her over the years: 
My conscience is clear. It's not a crime to love 
her. She gives me joy. Peace. She understands 
the demons in me. And they are afraid of her. I 
cheated myself that I loved you. ... I wanted to 
possess your innocence and be born again, but you 
have failed to understand me. You are just like 
any other man now. That's why I have lost taste 
for your flesh. I feel sick, very sick, when I remem¬ 
ber how they used me like a dog just to satisfy their 
hunger and never allowed me to satisfy my own desires. 
None of them had enough fire to heat me up. Then 
I tried you. You were like a child. You gave yourself 
fully to me to me, to touch, to feel, to possess. 
For the first time I felt I was going to live a restful 
life. I had become something complete. Then every¬ 
thing crumbled. I lost you. I lost our innocence. 
That is why you see me the way I am. Gaciru is pure. 
She is fresh. I breathe fresh air around her (RP, 
pp. 65-66). 
Selina's existential and emotional crisis is compounded 
by her isolation in the village where the men stare at 
her and the women scorn her. After giving Gikere her 
money, however, Selina makes plans to go back to the 
city to work as a receptionist. She gets the job from 
a corrupt district politician, whom she says she knows 
too much about. Accepting the position from Munene is 
a direct affront to Gikere, because Munene suspects that 
Gikere is vying for power with him by trying to build 
the clinic which is in Munene's district. 
In her alienated position (as a transitional woman 
Selina finds that her options are too limited in the 
countryside. Her individualistic and urban ways make 
her an outcast in the village. Her possessive affection 
and romantic jealousy for another woman make her appear 
abnormal. Giving up her independence for a cowardly 
man is a fateful error for Selina since she never gets 
to return to the city. Before the time comes for her 
to start anew in the city, she has been rejected by a 
young man she tried to seduce. The rejection and the 
knowledge that the man and Gaciru are in love cause her 
to go over the brink of insanity and lead to Selina's 
strangulation of Gaciru. As Kenneth Little points out, 
the failure of the seduction is "the final blow to her 
already battered amour propre. She has not been, and 
probably never could have been, successful as a wife. 
As a seductress, however, she had reigned supreme. This 
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was her main accomplishment and she had brought the tech¬ 
nique to a fine art."^ 
Selina fails in her attempt to exist in the village 
because she declines to assume any of the roles that 
the rural women take: she refuses to help with farming 
as her mother-in-law suggested; she does not work in 
Gikere's shop, and even her function as cook is usurped 
by Gikere's mother (something Selina bitterly resents) 
and then Gaciru. Her repeated miscarriages exclude her 
from the role of mother also. She fails also because 
the village community rejects her; in fact they condemn 
her for her life in the city. Her urban survival upbringing 
compounds her alienation from the villagers, even though 
she wishes a marriage based on semi-traditional princi¬ 
ples. Ultimately, the transition to village life is 
too great an adjustment for Selina, who has been accustomed 
to always having her way. At the end of the novel she 
is a mad woman, stalking Gaciru's lover in a thick forest, 
near the pond which plays a symbolic part in her life 
as well as in all the other major characters' lives. 
The symbolism of the pond lies in the fact that Kenyans 
like Selina, Gikere, and Munene, the District officer, 
are people who have strayed from their roots and need 
^Kenneth Little, The Sociology of the Urban Women's 
Image in African Literature (London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1980), p. 127. 
to return to the source of their existence on the earth 
for rejuvenation and rededication.^ Since none of them 
do this, their corrupt lives eventually end tragically, 
like Selina’s. 
It is interesting to note that while all of the 
younger women in Ripples in the Pool are involved in 
some form of social transition, none of the women charac¬ 
ters finds emotional fulfillment in their relationships 
with men. Gaciru wants employment in the formal sector 
of the society, but her failure to pass the exams limits 
her options for continuing education and for the type 
of employment she can obtain. Her dream is that she 
will be able to attend the nurse's training school which 
Selina attended. Establishing a toy factory to make 
more of Gaciru's dolls is primarily Selina's scheme for 
financial independence, not Gaciru's. Her romantic hopes 
are about to be fulfilled by Karuga, a distant relative 
of Selina's who comes to help Gikere build his clinic. 
She and Karuga try to keep their courtship hidden from 
the jealous watchfulness of Selina. Yet none of Gaciru's 
expectations come to realization, because just after 
Gaciru and Karuga declare their love for each other, 
Selina murders Gaciru. 
^Njau's symbolic projection of the pool achieved 
through symbolic dreams, does not appear relevant to 
the novel's structure and is, perhaps, a major flaw of 
the novel. 
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Maria, the woman whom Gikere's mother wanted him 
to marry, is also a nurse at a veterans' hospital which 
is financially sapped by the man who founded it, the 
corrupt district official, Kefa Munene. Intelligent 
and compassionate, Maria continues to work at the hospital 
because she does not want to abandon the patients as 
Munene does. Yet she is lonely, unmarried and childless 
at the age of forty one. This makes her vulnerable to 
Munene's mercenary advances. (He wants Maria to spy 
on Selina who, he suspects, has betrayed him). Allowing 
Munene to seduce her, Maria welcomes the pregnancy, al¬ 
though it means that she must leave the hospital from 
fear that the community, which now hates the embezzling 
Munene, will discover who impregnated her. Maria has 
no romantic illusions about Munene, but she greatly desires 
to have a child. Although she has no man to love, Maria 
will possibly find fulfillment in her new station as 
midwife and mother, especially since motherhood is so 
highly valued by her and the society in general. 
Clearly, Maria is Selina's foil in the novel since 
she is made pregnant by the strong, but corrupt Munene, 
while Selina chooses the innocent, but weak Gikere without 
any successful pregnancies. Maria is independent and 
compassionate, while Selina is independent and unfeeling. 
Maria combines the nursing education with dedication 
to the principles that Kenyans fought for during the 
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struggle for independence. She continues to work and 
care for the patients at the Veteran’s Hospital until 
her pregnancy. Unlike Selina's, Maria's nursing education 
is put to useful purposes, and even when Maria leaves 
the town, she goes to a rural village which has need 
of a midwife. Although Maria is not a traditional woman, 
she retains enough of the traditional values and ways 
for approval by Gikere's mother and for approval from 
the author also. Among the younger women described in 
Ripples in the Pool, only Maria survives mentally and 
physically sound. There is indication that her pregnancy 
will be successful, a reward for her dedicated and virtuous 
lif e. 
Whereas marriage is a new and restricting experience 
for a woman like Selina, who has known complete social 
independence most of her adult life, Ramatoulaye, the 
middle class Muslim wife, and narrator of So Long a Letter 
cannot ''conceive of happiness outside marriage.From 
her self-characterization in the novel, her adult life 
has been totally prescribed by her role as wife and mother, 
even though she has worked continuously as a primary 
school teacher and been involved in women's equality 
issues. After twenty-five years of a marriage in which 
^Mariama Bâ, So Long a Letter trans. Modupè Bodè-Thomas 
(Les Nouvelles Editions Africaines, 1980; London: Heinemann, 
1981), p. 56. 
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she bore twelve children, Ramatoulaye finds herself de¬ 
serted by her husband, when he marries a friend and college 
classmate of their daughter. Her husband, Modou, ignores 
the Muslim law which mandates that wives share equally 
his material assets and conjugal visits. Instead, he 
abandons her completely, leaving with Ramatoulaye the 
care and expense of eleven children (the oldest daughter 
is married). Modou's death, after five years of marriage 
to young Binetou, brings about a change in Ramatoulaye's 
life once again. 
Although Modou was deeply in debt when he died, 
he left a substantial estate, and Ramatoulaye's oldest 
daughter and her husband insure that she receive her 
rightful share of the inheritance, including the villa 
in which she lives. Regaining her husband's wealth re¬ 
lieves the financial burden for Ramatoulaye, but it does 
not allieviate the emotional and psychological dilemmas 
that she faces as she accepts new roles brought about 
first by the desertion and secondly by widowhood. 
The novel is a journal which Ramatoulaye keeps 
in the form of letters during the required period of 
isolation for Muslim widows, "four months and ten days." 
She addresses the letter to her friend Aissatou, also 
a teacher, who shared a similar desertion but chose a 
different response. Instead of remaining in Dakar in 
a polygamous situation, Aissatou moved to her own home 
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with her four sons, sought training in an interpreters' 
school in France and eventually obtained a position as 
a translator at the Senegalese embassy in the U.S. 
Aissatou's reaction to her husband's second wife 
may be attributed to the difference in her class back¬ 
ground; she is a "goldsmith's daughter," and her husband, 
Mawdo, is the son of a princess. As daughter of an arti¬ 
san, Assatou's lineage is from a servant class, according 
to Mawdo's mother. Ramatoulaye's own class background 
is equal to that of Mawdo, which is why she can write 
her friend, "Mawdo raised you up to his own level" (SLL, 
p. 19). Therefore, Aissatou faces class discrimination 
all of her married life because Mawdo's mother refuses 
to accept a "goldsmith's daughter" as her son's wife. 
It is the mother-in-law who contrives the marriage between 
Mawdo and his young cousin whom she raises for that express 
purpose. 
In her farewell letter Aissatou writes to her lusting 
husband, I cannot accept what you are offering me 
today in place of the happiness we once had. You 
want to draw a line between heartfelt love and physical 
love. I say that there can be no union of bodies 
without the heart's acceptance, however little that 
may be. 
If you can procreate without loving, merely to 
satisfy the pride of your declining mother, then 
I find you despicable. . . 
Mawdo, man is one: greatness and animal together. 
None of his acts is pure charity. None is pure 
bestiality (SLL, pp. 31-32). 
Although Aissatou and Ramatoulaye share the same view 
of romantic love, Aissatou's battle with class prejudice 
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gives her more strength to rebel against her husband's 
dishonest justification for his second marriage. Both 
women's view that sexual relations should only take place 
inside a monogamous, loving marital relationship is taught 
in Christian doctrine, but is not typical in largely 
Islamic societies like the one in which they live. How¬ 
ever, the belief in monogamy is common among the urban 
petite bourgeoisie, even in Islamic Sub-Saharan socie¬ 
ties.^ The fact that Aissatou and Ramatoulaye actually 
expect their husbands to remain completely "faithful" 
to them, mentally and sexually, indicates the degree 
to which they have accepted ideas other than those taught 
by Islam. Yet, Aissatou demonstrates a firmer conviction 
in those ideas, since she leaves, while Ramatoulaye decides 
to live in pseudo-polygamy. 
Ramatoulaye's world view is shaped by three sometimes 
contrasting forces: Muslim religious tradition; petite 
bourgeois class allegiance; and Western education, along 
with the romantic tradition found in its literature. 
A discussion of her entrenched allegiances provides a 
good reference base to establish Ramatoulaye's position 
^"Many educated men favour mongamy, not for its 
own sake, but because it is virtually incumbent on profes¬ 
sional people. This applies irrespective of religion. 
Thus in Dakar, . . . not only was monogamy regarded as 
the ideal among both senior civil servants and members 
of the professional occupations, but only 15 per cent 
of these educated classes practising it were Christians." 
Kenneth Little, African Women in Towns, p.148. 
as transitional woman, since so much of her world view 
results from her education and her desire to be "pro¬ 
gressive." Additionally, it gives insight into the per¬ 
spective of and response to social change from a ficitonal 
woman of an African upper class. Necessarily, Ramatou- 
laye's life changes as she assumes the duties that Modou 
abandoned, and she tries to resolve the mental anguish 
the abrupt separation and widowhood bring. While she 
becomes more self-reliant in practical matters, and she 
consciously tries to be more modern in mothering her 
daughters, none of her allegiances are dispelled by the 
changes in her marital status. 
Ramatoulaye's firm acceptance of the teachings 
of the Koran insures that she will stay within the con¬ 
ventional boundaries of women’s roles. For even though 
she supports women's involvement in government and is 
among "the first pioneers of the promotion of the African 
woman"(SLL, p. 14), she never criticizes the tenets of 
the Muslim religion that are unduly severe or restrictive 
to women, such as the "sacrificing of her possessions 
as gifts to her family-in-law"(SLL, p. 4) and the four 
months of isolation required of the widow. Behind her 
decision to remain in the polygamous situation, to choose 
the "dignified solution"(SLL, p. 45), is her devotion 
to Islam; she does what a devoted Islamic wife is sup¬ 
posed to do. Also by remaining married to Modou, Rama- 
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toulaye tries to insure that Modou will remain a vital 
part of her life. Unfortunately for her, however, Modou 
is not a devout Muslim, so that she remains his wife 
only in name as he completely ignores his responsibilities 
to her and her children. 
Ramatoulaye's class allegiance complies with most 
of her perceptions of the world, including her religious 
convictions. She is part of a privileged sector of her 
society, and though she works diligently in "over-crowded 
classes" and cares for her children, the severe poverty 
and absolute drudgery of the daily struggle for survival 
that most women in her society face is absent from her 
life. Although she has "two housemaids," she explains 
"that nothing is done if you do not step in, that you 
have to see to everything, do everything all over again: 
cleaning up, cooking, ironing" (SLL, p. 20). Ramatoulaye's 
superior attitude reveals her class prejudice. Similarly, 
her attitude toward Binetou, Modou's second wife, reveals 
that whereas she considers Binetou a "lamb slaughtered 
« 
on the altar of affluence" ( SLL, p.39), she places Mawdo's 
young wife Nabou in a higher category socially because 
Nabou has been primed by Mawdo's mother so that "through 
sheer force of repetition, the virtues and greatness 
of a race took root in this child" (SLL, p. 47). In 
essence, Nabou has all the virtues that a woman of the 
traditional aristocracy would have, which from Ramatou- 
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laye's middle class perspective makes Nabou superior 
to Binetou. 
Critic, Femi Ojo-Ade, points out that Ramatoulaye 
and her friend Aissatou are also worshippers at the same 
"altar of affluence" which she assigns to Binetou.10 
Indeed, when Modou exits, he takes his large car with 
him, so that Ramatoulaye and her children must travel 
by the overcrowded public transportation like most Dakar 
citizens. This new and profound inconvenience Aissatou 
alleviates by buying a new car for Ramatoulaye. Aissa- 
tou's swift purchase of the car and Ramatoulaye1s continued 
emphasis on social distinction reflect more than just 
dedication to the accoutrements of their class. One of 
the reasons Ramatoulaye so fervently wants to drive is 
to make sure that she has equal material status with 
Binetou and her gaudy mother. (Ramatoulaye's social 
status is never questioned because of her family origins.) 
She writes that thanks to Aissatou, who bought "the cream- 
coloured Fiat 125," her "children can look the affluent 
mother-in-law and the fragile child [Binetou] in the 
eye in the streets of town" (SLL, p. 54). 
A further explanation of Ramatoulaye’s class alle¬ 
giance is given by Ojo-Ade, who believes that bitterness 
^■^Femi Ojo-Ade, "Still a Victim? Mariaraa Bâ ' s Une 
Si Longue Lettre in African Literature Today No,12: New 
Writing, New Approaches, ed. Eldred Jones ( New York: 
Africans Pub., 1982), p. 83. 
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makes Ramatoulaye "mean" and that in her evaluation of 
the players in her life's drama, she is a "cheat" because 
She establishes a hierarchy even among the female 
species. Aissatou is superior to little Nabou; Nabou 
is superior to Binetou; Ramatoulaye, naturally, is 
superior to all. The yardstick for comparison is 
the level of civilization. Civilization, as in 
western culture. Civilization, as in acculturation. 
Civilization, as in capitalism. For the reader must 
be clear about one fact: Ramatoulaye's middle-class 
origins are to her a source of pride and her commit¬ 
ment as a pioneer is, is first and foremost, to that 
class.^ 
Ojo-Ade correctly assesses two of the three aforementioned 
major forces which shape Ramatoulaye's world view, namely 
her class and faith in western ideas of civilization 
which she learned through education. The two serve as 
buttress for each other. At one point when discussing 
how books became a "refuge" and "saved" Aissatou after 
her break with Mawdo, Ramatoulaye praises books as "sole 
instrument of interrelationships and of culture," thus 
indicating a completely bourgeois view of culture. Cul¬ 
ture, as she uses it, is learned refinement, a deep en¬ 
trenchment in the ideas acquired from books and from 
teachers such as the white woman whose early attention 
inspired Ramatoulaye so prominently (SLL, p.15). 
Ramatoulaye credits a white headmistress from her 
schooldays with choosing her and Aissatou for an " 'un¬ 
common' destiny" which was 
llQjo-Ade, p. 83 
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To lift us out of the bog of tradition, superstition 
and custom, to make us appreciate a multitude of 
civilizations without renouncing our own, to raise 
our vision of the world, cultivate our personalities, 
strengthen our qualities, to make up for our inade¬ 
quacies, to develop universal moral values in us 
(SLL, p. 15). 
She proclaims with much praise, their self-conscious 
preparation for the "profound choices made by New Africa 
for the promotion of the black woman" (SLL, p. 16). As 
culmination of that preparation, she and Aissatou become 
professional women, teachers whose mission is to stamp 
out "ignorance." 
However, Ramatoulaye's "universal moral values" 
can be recognized as similar to those taught women, espe¬ 
cially middle class women, in late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century western societies: smoking and drinking 
are vices; men by nature are lascivious; sexual union 
is the ultimate love expression and should only be 'grant¬ 
ed' as such; women are the moral torchbearers of soci¬ 
ety. 
A brief survey of Ramatoulaye's reactions to various 
events in her life demonstrate the acceptance of these 
beliefs. When she finds her three teenaged daughters 
smoking in their room, she wonders if they also drink 
since "one vice leads to another" (SLL, p. 77). She 
also ponders whether her discovery means "that one can't 
have modernism without a lowering of moral standards" 
(SLL, p. 77). Thus, smoking and drinking indicate moral 
turpitude. Another instance when these beliefs surface 
is while she ponders the loss of her youthful figure, 
an asset which would make her more desirable to suitors. 
Ramatoulaye differentiates between man's behavior and 
woman’s. 
Whereas a woman draws from the passing years the 
force of her devotion, despite the ageing of her 
companion, a man, on the other hand, restricts his 
field of tenderness. His egoistic eye looks over 
his partner's shoulder. He compares what he had 
with what he no longer has, what he has with what 
he could have (SLL, p. 41). 
According to Ramatoulaye, it is man's nature to lust 
after others. 
After discovering that her second oldest is three 
months pregnant, she timidly talks with her daughters 
about sex, stressing that the "sublime significance of 
the sexual act, an expression of love" (SLL, p. 87). 
"A profligate life for a woman is incompatible with moral¬ 
ity. What does one gain from pleasures? Early ageing, 
debasement, no doubt about it"(SLL, p. 87). Ramatoulaye's 
moralistic attitude toward women and sex does not diminish 
her belief in the omnipotence of romantic love, however. 
This partially explains why she can set aside her "pride" 
to comfort and support her daughter, Aissatou, since 
she recognizes "her [Aissatou] in her wholehearted gift 
of herself to this lover who had succeeded in uniting 
in this heart my image and his own" (SLL, p. 82). Rama- 
toulaye's extreme devotion to the principles of romantic 
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love also derive from her allegiance to western education 
and culture. 
Ramatoulaye views polygamy as most westerners would 
because the modern Western concept of romantic love has 
at its base an idealistic notion of monogamous love which 
directly opposes the concept of polygamy. Besides, what 
Modou and Mawdo practice in the modern city is tanta¬ 
mount to a corruption of an institution which had its 
origin in an agrarian, non-capitalist economic era. 
She attacks polygamy as morally wrong because men take 
wives whom they do not love, only desire physically. She 
correctly identifies polygamy as being exploitive and 
limiting to a young woman's capabilities, as in the case 
of Binetou. Yet she is reluctant to view Nabou as being 
equally exploited because she has a profession, midwifery, 
and because Nabou "loves" Mawdo. Neither girl has any 
real voice in choosing a husband; Binetou marries Modou 
to escape poverty and at her mother's insistence, while 
Nabou marries Modou because she has been raised for that 
purpose. 
Wishing to be progressive, Ramatoulaye accepts 
monogamy, based on romantic love choice, as the only 
morally correct form of mating. In fact, she states 
of Modou, "In loving someone else, he burned his past, 
both morally and materially. He dared to commit such 
an act of disavowal" (SLL, p.12). 
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Ramatoulaye is not an avid social reformer, neverthe¬ 
less, the same beliefs which she embraces in the name 
of progress have at times forced her to rebel. Although 
her notions of love are extremely idealistic, "If each 
could only melt into the other!" her sincere attachment 
to the principles of romantic love is actually a liberating 
force in her life in one sense as it insures the woman's 
preference in choice of a mate, a choice which most women 
of her class apparently do not have. Instead of marrying 
an older, successful doctor, Daouda Dieng, her mother's 
choice, Ramatoulaye marries the handsome, but poor college 
student, Modou Fall, because she "loves" him. Then, 
thirty years later, she refuses marriage to Tamsir, Modou's 
brother, because he is not her "choice." When the older, 
still dashing, Daouda Dieng proposes again, Ramatoulaye 
refuses because her "heart does not love Daouda Dieng" 
(SLL, p. 66). Though there is not a man in her life 
as the novel concludes, she, like Aissatou, avowedly 
affirms the belief that women need to have the power 
to choose whom they will love and how they will live. 
In her sincere attempt toward progressive parenthood, 
Ramatoulaye acquieses to requests of her teenaged daugh¬ 
ters, and she becomes a liberal parent without actually 
being liberal in her own social attitudes. She allows 
them social freedom because that would encourage "sen¬ 
sible behaviour and for confidence" (SLL,p.77). She 
allows her daughters to wear pants for the sake of fashion. 
But she disapproves of pants because the black woman's 
figure "is not that of the slim Western women" (SLL,p.76). 
She informs her daughters about sex and contraception, 
while disapproving of "modern mothers" who "remove any 
thorn or pebble that might hinder the progress of their 
children towards the conquest of all forms of liberty!" 
(SLL, p. 87). And with her unwed and pregnant Aissatou, 
she concludes that "her life and her future were at stake, 
and these were powerful considerations, overriding all 
taboos and assuming greater importance in my heart and 
in my mind" (SLL, p. 83). Ramatoulaye tries for fairness 
and her daughters' confidence and, therefore, must remain 
somewhat flexible in her parenting. The result is that 
she becomes a "modern mother" in practice, if not in 
thought. 
It is interesting to note that Daba, Ramatoulaye ' s 
oldest and most outspoken daughter, ultimately chooses 
a role in life somewhat similar to that of her mother. 
Her ideas about marriage are not excessively idealistic 
like her mother's: "Marriage is no chain. It is a mutual 
agreement over a life's programme. So if one of the 
partners is no longer satisfied with the union, why should 
he remain?" (SLL, p. 74). On the other hand, Dada avoids 
political struggles because of the male chauvinism and 
the "fruitless wranglings even within the ranks of the 
82 
same party" ( SLL, p. 74). She prefers to work in a women's 
association which will "work towards the progress of 
women" with the "funds going toward humanitarian work"(SLL, 
p. 74). Therefore, Daba's efforts, like those of her 
mother, cannot help to effect real change for women in 
an economic sphere. What Daouda Dieng tells Ramatoulaye 
about herself apparently holds true for Daba: "Women 
must be encouraged to take a keener interest in the destiny 
of the country. Even you who are protesting; you pre¬ 
ferred you husband, your class, your children to public 
life" (SLL, 62). 
So Long a Letter has many autobiographical elements 
and what one critic says about the author, may be equally 
applied to the protagonist Ramatoulaye: 
A traditionalist at heart, Bâ aspires to be a revolu¬ 
tionary. A maternal figure through and through, 
she aspires to be pioneer in female emancipation. 
Her family upbringing and the Koranic training have 
imbued her with the absolute law of 'divine wish': man 
is woman's overlord. Added to that is Bâ's fatalism. 
Destiny is a fixed reality, impossible to avoid. *2 
Ramatoulaye's characterization embraces all the above 
characteristics and beliefs. Her solutions to her marital 
problems and her family crises denote her position as 
a transitional woman, for she tries to keep her traditional 
conservatism while embracing western based education 
as the road to progressive ideas. During this process, 
she sees also the importation of "foreign vices," but 
^Femi Ojo-Ade, p. 73. 
continues to wish for development and progress. Her 
conflict with Modou is a personal one which her religion 
compounds. Nonetheless, because of her education, employ¬ 
ment and class, she has options, even after Modou abandons 
her, and her society does not forcefully intervene to 
prevent her from exercising her choice. 
Yet, class prejudice and community social bias 
intervene directly in the relationships described in 
The Bride Price and Maru. This causes the protagonists 
and their chosen mates to openly confront tradition and 
inadvertently demand change. In both novels, the rela¬ 
tionship of each young couple is shown to be strong, 
healthy and romantic, with the man acting as true hero 
for the distressed woman. Like Ramatoulaye, these young 
people believe that guided by personal preference only 
each person should have the freedom to choose a mate. 
And once again, this view can be linked to changes in 
their world view wrought by formal education and the 
interchange of social attitudes brought on the influx 
of rural-urban migration. The influential power of this 
interplay is particularly clear in the case of Akunna, 
heroine of The Bride Price. Her early education takes 
place in Lagos, consequently, she lacks many of the tradi¬ 
tional ideas when she, her mother, and her brother have 
to move back to rural Ibuza, upon the death of her father. 
Aku-nna does not intend to disregard the convention 
of the bride price, but because of her defiance of another 
social tradition which forbids women of her social status 
marrying descendants of an "osu", her bride price is 
never paid. Her husband's father even doubles the amount, 
but her stepfather-uncle will not accept payment from 
descendants of "slaves." Her uncle is an ambitious man, 
aspiring to be an "Obi." Consequently, the primary reason 
that he follows through with custom by taking his dead 
brother's widow as his fourth wife is the attractive 
appeal of the high bride price Aku-nna will fetch. He 
allows Aku-nna to continue in school for that reason 
only, leaving her mother to bear the burden of providing 
the school fees alone. The uncle intends to take the 
title of "Eze" with the bride price, yet the deeply rooted 
social prejudice can not be overcome by money. Thus feeling 
cheated, the uncle seeks his revenge upon Aku-nna by 
willing her to die with traditional mysticism, calling 
for substantiation of the Igbo myth which literally fright¬ 
ens Aku-nna to death and is restated at the novel's con¬ 
clusion : 
If a girl wished to live long and see her children's 
children, she must accept the husband chosen for 
her by her people, and the bride price must be paid. 
If the bride price was not paid, she would never 
survive the birth of her first child.13 
l^Buchi Emecheta, The Bride Price (New York: George 
Braziller, 1976), p. 168. All further quotations will 
be cited as B£ with page numbers. 
Aku-nna's choice of mate, Chike, is a school teacher, 
son of a wealthy retired educator whose great-grandmother 
was captured and served as a slave to the Obi of the 
Ibuza village. Though he is extremely handsome and virile 
and educated, his caste limits his choice of fiancee 
in the Ibuza area. Even so, he has unlimited access to 
lovers (married or widowed women). He falls in love 
with Aku-nna because (like many Emecheta heroines) she 
is bright, likes school and as a result of her education 
has the bearing, fragility and mannerisms associated 
with European women. 
Actually, as Emecheta points out in the narration 
of the story, Aku-nna's feminine weakness endears her 
to all the young suitors who come to her mother's hut 
in the evening for the traditional courtship play, on 
the day that the village learns Aku-nna's menses have 
started. Well aware of the closeness between Chike and 
Aku-nna, their own social perspective disallows the pos¬ 
sibility of a marriage: 
They all knew about Chike, but if there was one thing 
an Ibuza man would do for another, it would be to 
save him from anything abominable. This girl was 
not exceptionally beautiful. In fact, but for her 
education, there was nothing extraordinarily attrac¬ 
tive about her. What appealed to all of them, though 
they did not know it then, was the gentle helplessness 
about her; she would sooner have died than hit her 
husband back with odo handle if he beat her. She 
always spoke her mind only when necessary, not before. 
In their different ways, they all loved her in their 
hearts, and thought that her weeping for Chike was 
the result of an infatuation she would grow out of, 
even before the birth of her first child. For what 
sane person would ever consider sharing her life 
with a slave? (EIP, p. 119) 
It is Chike who has helped Aku-nna hide the fact that 
her menses started two months earlier, so that she could 
complete her school term and sit for examinations before 
her status seeking uncle arranged a marriage for her. 
She is indeed helpless in situations that call for assert¬ 
ive or aggressive action, and throughout the story a 
picture of her as a frail, sickly child and fragile adoles 
cent echoes her mother and brother's labelling her an 
"ogbanje."^ Nevertheless, Aku-nna does have definite 
ambitions and will defend her loved one with the only 
real strength she is shown to have, her mental ability, 
her will. In fact, as one critic states, " The Bride 
Price is a study of the relationship between the col¬ 
lective traditions of the communal will and Aku-nna's 
own strength of wi11."^ 
Chike's lineage and Aku-nna's education result 
in both of them being somewhat alienated from Ibuza youth 
culture. Outside of the mother for the womanchild and 
the father for the manchild, the age-group is the most 
important socializing force in their traditional com- 
l^"a changeling; a child who repeatedly dies and 
returns to its mother to be reborn. It is almost impos¬ 
sible to bring up an ogban je child without it dying," 
from "A Glossary of Ibo Words" in Chinua Achebe, Things 
Fall Apart (New York: Fawcett, 1959), p. 192. 
^Lloyd Brown, Women Writers in Black Africa, p. 49. 
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munity. Although Aku-nna's cousin indoctrinates her 
in the ways and perceptions of the girls in their age-group 
and Aku-nna becomes acquainted closely with two of the 
other girls as they prepare for the special "aja" dance 
their age-group will do during the Christmas celebra¬ 
tion, the closeness is shortlived. Her serious educational 
pursuit separates her from the girls of her age-group, 
since before and well-after the dance rehearsals start, 
Aku-nna is preoccupied, studying for her examinations. 
Also, after she does have the opportunity to become part 
of the group, even to sing solos, she is robbed of the 
opportunity to perform at the celebration because she 
is kidnapped at the last rehearsal by a wealthy suitor 
and his family. Her short-lived association with her 
age-group leaves her unique still, for even though she 
learns and accepts many of the traditional customs of 
Ibuza, she never learns to accept the traditional prejudice 
against Chike and his family. A village woman of Aku-nna's 
class would never consider marrying Chike, but Aku-nna 
believes that the individual is important, not his caste. 
And even though she is not aggressive, defiant or rebel¬ 
lious, her belief in her right to marry the man she "loves" 
causes her to commit an act of great defiance. 
Education is an important factor in the development 
of Akunna's world view. Unlike the other young women 
of Ibuza, Aku-nna wishes for a career, a modern profes- 
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sion. Through her education she receives an indoctrin¬ 
ation into European culture and perspective. Emecheta 
writes that Aku-nna and her brother "soon grew accustomed 
to things at Ibuza, learning in school the European ways 
of living and coming home to be faced with the countless 
and unchanging traditions of their own people"(ÏÎP, p.82). 
Aku-nna is one of only three girls in Chike's school, 
and she lived in the city long enough to see women in 
other positions in addition to their roles as wives and 
mothers. 
While her childhood in the city narrows her acquain¬ 
tance with Igbo tradition, this does not mean that Aku-nna 
does not wish to fulfill traditional expectations; she 
is not a rebel by nature. But her education affords 
her the luxury of being an "individual" rather than part 
of the collective traditional community. Her indivi¬ 
duality actually makes her more valuable as a daughter 
and wife since her high bride price will help her uncle 
acquire his coveted title and will bring pride to her 
husband for having such a highly educated wife. Her 
own mother, Ma Blackie, has had some formal education 
also, which attracted Ezekial Odia, Aku-nna's father. 
Because of that education, Ezekial Odia paid double Ma 
Blackie's bride price, and it explains why Ma Blackie 
solidly supports her daughter's efforts to become a teach- 
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er, until she herself becomes pregnant after many long 
years of hoping for another child. 
Embodied in Aku-nna's relationship with her mother 
and her mother's position in the Ibuza community is a 
microcosm of the psychological, social and economic shifts 
in the Igbo woman's roles in her society. Whereas Aku- 
nna's perceptions of life are those of a young girl who 
reads romance stories and studies European culture and 
then is thrust into traditional life, Ma Blackie's form¬ 
ative years took place in Ibuza, with only her married 
life being spent in the city. Back in Ibuza again as 
Okonkwo's fourth wife, "Ma Blackie found herself so im¬ 
mersed in the Okonkwo family politics, and in making 
ends meet, that she seldom had time to ask how the world 
was with her daughter" (BP^, p. 82). Ma Blackie, like 
other Ibuza women, must support her children herself. 
However, she is not used to the difficult labor which 
the other women do in the fields and she does not want 
the laborious task of carrying baskets of "akpo" to market 
to sell. Therefore, she trades in palm kernels which 
are sent elsewhere for export. Because she has lived 
in the city and now continues to send her children to 
school, (even a daughter, as old as Aku-nna) and because 
she is a very proud woman, she is unique in the village 
and envied by Okonkwo's first wife. But Ma Blackie's 
allegiance to traditional perceptions of motherhood as 
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woman’s greatest glory, eventually makes her a traitor 
in the eyes of her daughter. 
In The Bride Price just as in Nwapa's Idu, also 
the story of an Igbo community, a woman's ability to 
produce children is extremely important in the psycho¬ 
social makeup of the traditional community; it is a central 
determinant of her social standing. At the time of her 
husband’s death, Ma Blackie was in Ibuza consulting with 
a medicine man about her infertility, which was causing 
great strife in her family, since she had only produced 
one son for Ezekiel Odia in thirteen years of marriage. 
Consequently, when she learns that she is pregnant by 
Okonkwo, she is ecstatically happy and deeply grateful 
to him, leading to her abandonment of her objections 
to an early marriage for the petite Aku-nna. At this 
point she begins to speak against Chike, even though 
she can never allow herself to call him a slave because 
her education and Christian indoctrination have diminished 
the significance of the caste of slave to her. 
The characterization of Ma Blackie is an infor¬ 
mative study of contrasts since the hold which the tradi¬ 
tional view of motherhood has on her consciousness out¬ 
weighs her loyalty to her daughter's choices as an indi¬ 
vidual and provokes her renouncement of the Christian 
belief that all humans are "all equal in the sight of 
the Lord." Her position causes resentment from Aku-nna: 
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She was beginning to feel that it was unjust that 
she was not to be allowed a say in her own life, 
and she was beginning to hate her mother for being 
so passive about it all (BJP, p. 116). 
Yet Ma Blackie has little choice in the matter, considering 
her vulnerability and limited economic means during her 
pregnancy. Even if she were to delay Aku-nna's marriage 
for a year, she could never give sanction to the marriage 
to Chike and remain Okonkwo's wife. Indeed, after Aku-nna 
and Chike elope, Okonkwo divorces her in the traditional 
fashion by exposing his backside to her, and only the 
generosity of Chike's family allows her to be financially 
independent, better off than she was before. This finan¬ 
cial stability brings back her friends and assures her 
a place in a community in which she would otherwise have 
no place. 
In the choice of marriage partners, traditional 
Igbo custom, as described in the novel, ignores premarital 
romances. 
Some girls did eventually marry their early sweet¬ 
hearts, but in most cases the boys are either too 
young to afford the bride price or were not ready 
for marriage. They usually stood by and watched 
their first loves married off to men old enough to 
be their fathers (JTP, p.97). 
Yet Aku-nna's allegiance to Chike is unshakable. The 
similarity between the medieval knight errant of the 
European romances and Chike's brave rescue of Aku-nna 
from the clutches of her kidnapper-husband cannot be 
overlooked. One critic attributes this to Emecheta's 
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own pessimistic view of male-female relationships which 
limits her male characters to one main type, the brute. 
Chike is one of few who is not a brute. However, as 
one critic states: 
the few exceptions are also so very much alike that 
it is difficult to hold them apart, they are all 
different faces of the gallant knight who comes to 
the ladies rescue; their love affairs with these 
women are so medieval, too romantic to be true.16 
Neither can the larger implications of Chike’s role and 
Aku-nna's perception of male-female roles be ignored. 
Although she believes in a wider range of roles for women 
and freer choice in social relationships, Aku-nna is 
a staunch traditionalist in most aspects of marriage 
relationships. The patriarchal nature of Igbo society 
plagues her because it interferes with her desire to 
pursue a teaching position and with her desire to marry 
Chike. But male dominant relationships do not clash 
with her education, since Western capitalist societies 
and cultures also rely on institutional male chauvinism 
for support of their societal superstructure. Women 
in western communities who sought to expand accepted 
roles for women met with male authoritarianism and com¬ 
munity pressure just as Aku-nna does. Therefore, the 
two cultural perspectives share a major similarity, and 
in her relationship with Chike, Aku-nna expects him to 
^Catherine Acholonu, "Buchi Emecheta," Nigeria, 
Aluan Ikoku College of Education, Owerri, 1985. 
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assume a dominant role, to make all the major decisions 
(which he does), and to completely provide her personal 
and emotional security. 
The extreme degree to which Aku-nna is dependent 
upon Chike for her emotional support, however, emphasizes 
her alienation from traditional consciousness, since 
"traditional African societies by their very nature encour¬ 
aged the development of self-reliance among women. 
Even her young age (she is only sixteen when she dies) 
cannot be blamed for her dependency upon Chike, since 
most of the Ibuza girls assume the full role of wife 
at the age of fifteen. Ogugua, Okonkwo's daughter, who 
shares the same age-group with Aku-nna and serves as 
a direct contrast to her, is betrothed to a chief, a 
much older man, but she "understands her cultural environ¬ 
ment very well. She enjoys the unique advantage of a 
life not yet complicated by foreign ideals. She is not, 
like Aku-nna, one of the Nigerians standing bewildered 
at a cultural cross-roads."^® 
« 
The values and customs of the Ibuza society are 
deeply intertwined with traditional mysticism and super¬ 
stition. Akun-na's death fulfills the myth which she 
feared and provides Ibuza residents with an exemplary 
^Steady, Black Women Cross Culturally, p. 15. 
l^Oladele Taiwo, "Culture, Tradition and Change in 
Buchi Emecheta's Novels," Nigeria Magazine 136 (1981):75. 
tragedy for youthful women who consider defying tradi¬ 
tion. 
Yet the "novelist [Emecheta] comes down on the 
side of modernity,"^ as evidenced by continued exposure 
of the injustice of the social prejudice, the sympathetic 
rendering of the starcrossed lovers' plight, along with 
such strong statements as Aku-nna's: "what kind of savage 
custom was it that could be so heartless and make so 
many people unhappy?" (IIP, p. 122). The somewhat sappy 
sentimentality of the ending (Aku-nna's deathbed request 
to name the baby "Joy") adds to the stockpiling of support 
for the young couple. As Nigerian critic Oladele Taiwo 
adequately states: 
One leaves the novel satisfied that although tradition 
has been upheld, there has been an undeniable emphasis 
on the need for change. At every point the impression 
is given that nothing can stop the march of progress. 
The slave will eventually mix with the free-born. 
Rural people will become urbanised and literate. 
More Ibuza people will go to the univerisities to 
study and to the towns to work, and thus come in 
contact with progressive ideas. The elders may domi¬ 
nate the present, but the future certainly belongs 
to people like Chilce and Aku-nna.^O 
Bessie Head intends that that same feeling of opti¬ 
mism accompany the conclusion of Maru, which tells the 
story of Margaret Cadmore, a child of a Masarwa mother 
and a white man. The novel details the class prejudice 
of the predominant Botswana inhabitants for the Masarwa 
l^Taiwo, p. 75. 
^Olbid., p. 76. 
95 
people, known also as Bushmen. The novel shares another 
similarity with the plot of the Bride Price in that a 
member of the predominant social group braves loss of 
community support and social status by marrying an member 
of the underclass. However, in Head's novel the woman 
protagonist is the "osu." Maru, an heir to a chief- 
tancy, marries Margaret, thus rescuing her from her alien¬ 
ated, lonely existence in the small Botswana town where 
she teaches. The alteration in social attitudes which 
would render such a marriage socially acceptable is what 
the novel advocates. Bessie Head "suggests that open 
challenge is the only solution to the problem," but in 
this novel the "open challenge" is, according to one 
critic, "a fairy tale marriage, and seems somewhat con¬ 
trived."21 
Despite the overtones of elitism and male superiority 
which the characterization of Maru and the other major 
male character, Moleka, conjure up, Margaret's charac¬ 
terization offers an interesting study of a transitional 
woman because her education and early adoption by a British 
woman missionary set her apart from the Masarwa. And 
because of her Masarwa lineage she is set apart from 
the Batswana. Ignoring contrasts between modern and 
traditional society, Head explores the personalities 
2lCecil Abrahams, "The Tyranny of Place: The Context 
of Bessie Head's Fiction" World Literature Written in 
English 17, 1 (April 1978): 23. 
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of those who govern what she considers power relationships 
among people: Icings (spiritual giants like Maru) over 
servants (ordinary humanity), masters, slaves, etc. In 
Maru, Head creates her own personal hierarchy of human 
beings, with the superior people being the four central 
characters, who possess the ability to deal with those 
who lack the superiority of mind and spirit which they 
possess. She defines Margaret’s personality: 
Her mind and heart were composed of a little bit 
of everything she had absorbed from Margaret Cadmore 
[her guardian]. It was hardly African or anything 
but something new and universal, a type of person¬ 
ality that would be unable to fit into a definition 
of something as narrow as tribe or race or nation 
(M, P. 16). 
It is clear that Bessie Head approves of Margaret's ob¬ 
viously unique personality. Yet this personality is 
founded upon the education which she receives in the 
missionaries’ home, called "universal" by the author: 
She [Margaret] was a little bit of everything in 
the whole universe, because the woman who had educated 
her was the universe itself. There was nothing on 
earth that was not human, sensible and beautiful 
that had not been fearlessly thrown into the mind 
. of the pupil, from Plato to W.B.Yeats. (M, p. 20). 
Margaret's guardian teaches her what she knows and be¬ 
lieves, in other words, the "universal" is the missionary's 
exclusively European formal knowledge and her conven¬ 
tionally European unconventional approach in dealing 
with human beings and their prejudices. 
From her first day as a teacher young Margaret 
tells Dikeledi, Maru's sister, also a teacher (and another 
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of Head's superior quartet), "I am a Masarwa" and "I 
am not ashamed of being a Masarwa,"(M, p. 24), which 
is what her guardian, Margaret Cadmore, senior, has taught 
her. Yet Margaret grows up in the protection of the white 
woman's home and school and actually has no contact with 
"her people." Her classmates at the teacher's training 
college believe her to be a Coloured also, since the 
white woman visits her regularly and gives "unashamed 
public kisses on the cheek" (M, p.20). 
The elder Magaret Cadmore raises Margaret as an 
'experiment,' to prove her theory of "environment every¬ 
thing; heredity nothing" (M, p.15). From her, the young 
Margaret receives an ample education, and when the elderly 
woman retires to England, she leaves Margaret behind, 
writing her later that she did this for Margaret's people, 
the Masarwa. 
As with Ramatoulaye's headmistress, the elder Mar¬ 
garet Cadmore stresses the importance of education as 
a weapon for change in the society. Having higher edu¬ 
cation and being a Masarwa make Margaret doubly distinct 
in the village where few receive complete primary education 
and Masarwa are slaves, denied access to any education. 
Margaret causes a mild sensation among the village "to¬ 
tems", the local elite, by stating outright to the prin¬ 
cipal that she is not a Coloured as he believes, but 
rather a Masarwa. Her frankness and lack of shame regard- 
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ing her lineage is unprecedented. 
Most critical attention to Maru acknowledges that 
Bessie Head intends the novel to be an advocate of change, 
with Margaret's marriage to Maru, the heir to the chief- 
tancy in Dilepe, being the symbolic gesture of the future 
of full equality for the Masarwa. During the course 
of the novel itself, Margaret is not shown to have an 
assertive or truly strong mental will that leads to assert¬ 
ive action, action which would help break down social 
barriers against the Masarwa. However, that is the por¬ 
trait of Margaret that Head intends to subtly portray 
through various captions of Margaret's profound artistic 
sensitivity to the world about her and through explanation 
of her profound capacity for love. After Dikeledi gives 
her a full gamut of art supplies (bought by Maru), Margaret 
paints for days and nights nonstop, producing thirty 
paintings and thereby exposing the intensity of her creat¬ 
ive power. "Something inside her was more powerful than 
her body could endure. It had to be brought under control, 
put on a leash and then be allowed to live in a manageable 
form" (M, p.102). Even Maragret simply stating "I am 
a Masarwa" and not "ashamed" is seen as an act of rebel¬ 
lion, for Dikeledi tells her in response "I am not like 
you, Margaret. ... I am afraid to protest about anything 
because life easily overwhelms me, but you are right 
to tell anyone that you are a Masarwa" (M, pp. 24-25). 
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Dikeledi believes that Margaret is "a shadow behind which 
lived another personality of great vigour and vitality" 
and is "very violent and dominant but seemingly unable 
to project that hidden power" (M, p.71). 
Basing his judgement upon Margaret's independent 
ways and her individuality, critic Lloyd Brown actually 
discovers more "strength of will" in Margaret than she 
actually displays: "Margaret's uncompromised individualtiy 
tends to emphasize that Maru's masculine power is essen¬ 
tially irrelevant to the protective habits of her inner 
self."22 Margaret is indeed an individual; her posi¬ 
tion in the society and her unique upbringing by the 
irascible Margaret Cadmore insure that she have an indi¬ 
vidual nature. And her psychological defenses against 
the discriminatory taunts and remarks she has suffered 
during her young life insure that she have a certain 
mental strength that helps to protect her self-image. 
However, at the point that Maru proposes to her, after 
she is shattered by Moleka's marriage to Dikeledi, her 
strong will does not prevent her from eloping with a 
man with whom she has never had a complete conversation. 
No doubt Maru's argument, "We used to dream the same 
dreams" (M, p.124), is a powerful one, but on the other 
hand Margaret's will is supposed to be extremely strong 
^Lloyd Brown, Women Writers in Black Africa, p. 174. 
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also. Ultimately it is culmination of the author's grand 
design for her somewhat mystical characters, rather than 
any appeal to the realistic behavior of an independent, 
strong willed woman, which creates cohesion and credibility 
in the world within the novel. 
The two young women in the novel, Margaret and 
Dikeledi, each have professional careers as teachers, 
and since there is no described clash between modern 
and traditional roles for women, their occupations pose 
no unusual burden for them as women. But at the level 
of their integration into the class stratification within 
their society, each, in her own way is shown to be break¬ 
ing new ground by practicing her profession. Margaret, 
of course, is the first Masarwa schoolteacher in Dilepe, 
perhaps all of Botswana, while Dikeledi’s position as 
teacher and later principal is unconventional because 
members of her class do not work: 
She was the daughter of a paramount chief and the 
first of that crowd to put a good education to use¬ 
ful purpose. They all had, and their relatives had, 
the best education but the best was used as an adorn¬ 
ment of their social status. Dikeledi had no need 
of employment but unlike others who made wealth syn¬ 
onymous with idleness, wealth gave her the freedom 
to specialize in what interested her most. In fact 
barely half a year ago she had returned from England 
with a diploma in early childhood education (M, p.25). 
The author labels Dikeledi a "drastic revolutionary" 
because she chooses to use her education, pays her Masarwa 
servants wages and struggles against her own prejudice. 
Although she is far from being a "revolutionary," Dikeledi 
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is an honest, liberal member of the local elite and the 
novel stresses the point that other members of her class 
(those with great souls) will soon follow in her path 
toward enlightened leadership. 
Margaret's story exposes the injustice of social 
prejudice and calls for the Masarwa to rise gradually 
but surely from the depths of oppression, thus destroying 
the predominant power relationships which keep them op¬ 
pressed. The author's solution in the novel is not only 
romantic and fanciful, since the marriage of one chief 
to an educated, mixed blood Masarwa cannot change the 
material conditions of the Masarwa, but it is also grossly 
male chauvinist. Maru's presumptuousness and his manipu¬ 
lative schemes become benevolence in the design of the 
novel. In fact, throughout the description of Maru and 
his relationship to Moleka, it is clear that they are 
the greatest people in the area. And even though Margaret 
and Dikeledi are also said to have great "kingdoms of 
the soul," in their love for Moleka, they are helpless, 
weak females at the mercy of the philandering man. Dike¬ 
ledi is assertive and efficient in her ability to counter 
the prejudice of the school's bigoted principal. But 
her marriage to Moleka results from a combination of 
Maru's machinations. Maru's warning to Moleka not to 
go near Margaret drives him to Dikeledi's bedroom, and 
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Maru's protestations to Moleka's mother over Dikeledi's 
pregnancy guarantee a wedding. 
Dikeledi's view of the man's role in marriage and 
relationships is clearly signified by Moleka's actions 
after he discovers that Maru has stolen away with Margaret 
while all of Dilepe attends his wedding reception: 
Everything went smoothly for Dikeledi after that. 
She found she had a real husband . . . She watched 
in admiration as he began to to give orders left 
and right (M, p.125). 
The independence and assertiveness which governs Dikeledi's 
behavior at the workplace does not extend to her home 
life in marriage. 
There is actually an ambiguity about Margaret and 
Maru's relative posture to one another. When they first 
meet, after Maru demands that she return the bed Moleka 
has lent her, her reaction is described: "[she] looked 
down at him, indifferently, from a great height, where 
she was more than his equal" (M, p.64). Yet after their 
marriage her emotional dependency is so great that he 
has the power to destroy her world, "turn the world to 
ashes" (M, p.10). This would happen if he told her "I 
only married you because you were the only woman in the 
world who did not want to be important. But you are 
not at all important to me, as I sometimes say" (M, p.10). 
He also decides that if "Moleka's love was greater than 
his own," he "would truthfully surrender his wife to 
Moleka" (M, p.10). Apparently Margaret's opinions and 
foster "the wind of freedom, which was blowing through¬ 
out the world for all people" to flow into the "small, 
dark airless room in which [the Masarwa's] souls had 
been shut for a long time" (M, p.126). Thus, the novel 
indicates that profound social change is ahead, in which 
the underclass in Botswana will rise above servitude, 
as Margaret has done. But living, as she does, in the 
shadow of Maru's manipulative power, is Margaret any 
freer than she was that year in her library room on the 
hill in Dilepe, when her creative and emotional urges 
reached their peak? 
From the discussion of the women characters in 
these four novels, it becomes clear that their education 
in some manner actually alienates them from their culture 
Each character studied is a first generation graduate 
of, formal, i.e. Western, educational institutions in 
her family and the degree of alienation which she may 
feel depends upon additional factors, such as Selina's 
call-girl status, Ramatoulaye's religious devotion, Aku- 
nna's urban childhood and Margaret's Masarwa lineage. 
Although each woman faces some problems that perhaps 
all women in their respective societies must deal with, 
the particular fates of the characters studied are also 
colored by the peculiarity of their position. None can 
be described as the "average" or "typical" woman in her 
society largely because her education affords her more 
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decisions in the matter are negligible because Maru con¬ 
trols the relationship as he does her life. What he 
does not control are her dreams which continually present 
an image of a bloody hearted Moleka and from which she 
awakes "with such deep, heart-rending sobs" (M, p.9). 
And even though Maru knows the exact dream she has, Mar¬ 
garet cannot account for her own tears "on waking because 
she had no mental impression of her dreams, except those 
of the room in which she loved Maru" (M, p.9). This 
means that Margaret still loves Moleka, but has no power 
to consciously face those emotions, and her happiness 
in life is now completely dependent on Maru. 
Of the women characters studied in this discussion 
of transitional women, Margaret's creative ability accords 
her a psychological complexity in characterization which 
Selina, Ramatoulaye and Aku-nna lack. However, since 
much of the novel serves to deify Maru, Margaret's under¬ 
standing of her life, love and creativity become defined 
only enough to reveal that she grows through the discovery 
of her artistic talent. Yet her perceptions are not 
so completely revealed that the reader can fully understand 
her relationship to Maru. The conclusion of the novel 
expounds on how Maru's choice of a Masarwa wife causes 
the village of Dilepe "to talk about him as if he had 
died" without their knowing that "many people shared 
Maru's overall ideals." The marriage is also said to 
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choices in roles and behaviors (even though the societies 
by other means try to limit the choices). 
The changes in the economic structure of African 
societies, one of the primary reasons for increasing 
urbanization, and the indoctrination into bourgeois edu¬ 
cation, makes these women "individuals" in much the same 
sense as individuals who make up the social classes in 
any Western industrialized society. Yet a profound dif¬ 
ference marks their dissimilarity from other Western 
"individuals." The African women must deal with the 
coexistence of dominant traditional social structures, 
especially in the rural areas. Selina and Aku-nna face 
this clash directly as both are thrown back into a rural 
community after adapting to an urban existence. For 
Ramatoulaye and Margaret, the clash is between their 
"universal moral values" and "universal education" and 
the prescribed views of their societies which have their 
own views of moral and cultural truths. Of course, both 
novels reveal that "universal" is actually bourgeois 
education, a European cultural indoctrination, which 
also reflects the characters'(and novelists') class per¬ 
spective . 
These fictional characters represent the transitional 
women who are the groundbreakers for the modern, urban 
educated African woman. The roles which transitional 
women assume and the choices they make meet resistance 
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because of their newness to the society and the lack 
of precedence in those areas, e.g. Ramatoulaye and Aku- 
nna's insistence on personal choice of a mate, rather 
than family choice. Ramatoulaye, who is closest to having 
what might be called a "feminist" consciousness, reflects 
on her position: 
I am not indifferent to the irreversible cur¬ 
rents of women's liberation that are lashing the 
world. This commotion that is shaking up every aspect 
of our lives reveals and illustrates our abilities. 
My heart rejoices each time a woman emerges from 
the shadows. I know that the field of our gains 
is unstable, the retention of conquests difficult: 
social constraints are ever-present, and male egoism 
resists. Instruments for some, baits for other, 
respected or despised, often muzzled, all women have 
almost the same fate, which religions or unjust legis¬ 
lation have sealed (SLL, p.88). 
Whereas the other women characters, perhaps, could not 
articulate the relationship of their own plight to the 
wider social movement in their societies, to some extent, 
they each become aware of the wider societal conventions 
and restraints which hinder their achievement of happiness 
in life. And that is why each, in her own way, makes 
conscious choices that violate convention while she tries 
to secure her love and her life. 
CHAPTER III 
NEW VANTAGE POINTS: THE URBAN, EDUCATED 
WOMAN CHARACTER 
Through vivid description of contemporary African 
lifestyles, novels by African women, like those of many 
other African writers, detail the complexity of social, 
political and economic relations in modern Africa. Some 
of the dynamics of this complexity can be seen in novels 
which portray experiences of women protagonists who, 
by occupation and education, are thoroughly integrated 
into the formal economic sector of their societies. 
The characterization of these women, who live in "dynamic 
Western enclaves,the urban centers, is the focal point 
of this chapter. The characterizations offer details 
of the parameters of social transition affecting the 
lives and perspective of individual women, who, like 
all people involved in change, are bound up in "the rapid 
■^Bernard Magubane and Nzongola-Ntala ja, "Introduction, 
Contemporary Marxism: Journal of the Institute of Labor 
and Economic Crisis 6(Spring 1983):14. 
pace of economic transformation as a result of capitalist 
penetration and imperialist domination,"2 and as a result 
of dynamism within African cities and states themselves. 
The economic livelihood of women living in these 
centers also responds to the urban environment. Whereas 
some have secured employment in the formal sector of 
the urban economy, the majority of people "for the most 
part are condemned to seek a stable means of livelihood 
in the "informal" sector of the economy."3 For women, 
these informal sector activities may be petty trading, 
craft making, beer-brewing and other activities which 
might provide women with money to take care of their 
portion of the household subsistence support. Yet, the 
novels by African women with urban settings do not often 
reflect this majority of African women as protagonists 
or major characters. For the most part, the women char¬ 
acters studied in this discussion of the urban woman 
in fiction are college educated women who aspire to or 
^Magubane and Nzongola, p. 14. As stated earlier, 
this process also greatly affects the lives of rural 
women adversely, one of the major ways being that women 
in the rural areas contend with additional hardships 
brought forth by "development," such as additional agri¬ 
cultural workloads because large numbers of men seek 
work in the urban areas or grow "cash crops" only. 
^Ibid. 
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have become part of the African middle classes/ Their 
problems are not ones of subsistence and survival. Even 
their occupations indicate their distinction from the 
African peasant and worker: Ifeoma Okoye's Behind the 
Clouds presents Ije, a Nigerian woman accountant. Grace 
Ogot's Mrs. Karungaru of The Graduate is minister of 
Public Affairs in the Kenyan government. Muriel, of 
Miriam Tlali's Muriel at Metropolitan is an accounting 
clerk (although her official title is typist) in South 
Africa. Sissie, of Ama Ata Aidoo's Our Sister Killjoy 
is a college student participating in a European travel 
program. 
These women characters represent the small percen¬ 
tage of African women who receive college education. 
Even though the female population in primary and secondary 
schools in Sub-Saharan Africa has increased each year 
since the early ninteen-sixties, the high drop-out rate 
for women in secondary schools and other factors reduce 
^The African women writers offer broader selection 
of characterizations of contemporary women from different 
class and social backgrounds in their short stories, 
however. See Flora Nwapa, This Is Lagos (Enugu: Nwankwo- 
Ijefika, 1971); Bessie Head, The Collector of Treasures 
(London: Heinemann, 1977); Ama Ata Aidoo, No Sweetness 
Here (New York: Doubleday, 1971). 
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the number of college bound women.^ Thus, women in profes¬ 
sional occupations are a minute percentage of African 
populations. ^ 
As stated earlier, the women writers themselves 
are among the college educated and thus write from the 
context of their existence as part of this small and 
inevitably elite sector of their societies. This, in 
part, perhaps accounts for the choice of social and econo¬ 
mic status for the protagonists they create. 
Yet, even these characters' lives are not far 
removed from the common lot of women in their society, 
since like their creators themselves, the protagonists 
all represent first generation college graduates and 
acquired rather than inherited class status. There are, 
however, some exceptions to this occurrence in reality. 
In one study of professional women in Senegal, it was 
^Jeanne S. Newman, Women of the World: Sub-Saharan 
Africa (Washington, D.C.: Office of Women in Development, 
U.S. Agency for International Development, 1984), p. 53. 
Exceptions to the generally small numbers do exist how¬ 
ever : 
"While women are still under-represented in technical, 
professional, agricultural and graduate schools in Africa, 
they sometimes make up the majority secondary and univer¬ 
sity populations. This is true of Lesotho, and perhaps 
other nations which send large numbers of migrant laborers 
to South Africa." Shelby Lewis, in a private communica¬ 
tion, at Atlanta University, 10 August 1985. 
^See Claire Roberstson, "Women in the Urban Economy," 
in African Women: South of the Sahara, ed. Margaret Hay 
and Sharon Stichter (New York: Longman, 1984), pp. 33-49. 
found that a large segment of the women came from tradi¬ 
tional aristocratic and colonial civil servant back¬ 
grounds. Therefore, they were already part of a com¬ 
paratively privileged segment of their societies and 
simply perpetuated their status through an education 
which would insure professional employment. Ramatou- 
laye of So Long a Letter is one fictional example of 
this perpetuation of class status, since she comes from 
a Senegalese middle class family and remains part of 
that class after marriage. 
Nevertheless, these depictions of the lifestyles 
of urban women from disparate African societies offer 
glimpses of the wide parameters of social change. Their 
fictional lives reveal the conflicts and contradictions 
created by the new roles the women assume while also 
exhibiting the continuity of certain sex-role conven¬ 
tions. An example of this continuity is Ifeoma Okoye's 
character's deeply felt self-contempt for failing to 
produce children after five years of marriage. Although 
her marriage is otherwise successful and prosperous, 
the lack of offspring pronounces her a failure in the 
eyes of her husband's relatives. The novel demonstrates 
that the value of childbearing in this modern Nigerian 
woman's life is just as important as that of a woman 
in traditional societies. This unchanging traditional 
outlook in the face of so much outward acceptance of 
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Western ideas in Ije's life represents an interesting 
aspect of African life as it is represented in fiction. 
As if in response to the social complexity of life 
in urban areas, the women writers' presentation of the 
urban, educated woman, gives prominence to another aspect 
of her existence. This is her social consciousness, that 
is her awareness of her own ideological standpoint on 
social and political issues which she faces as a woman 
and member of a particular economic grouping in her soci¬ 
ety. Of the novels studied in this chapter, it is the 
novels which deal with the characters' conflicts outside 
the domestic sphere that most sharply delineate the charac¬ 
ter's social consciousness. Thus, the social conscious¬ 
ness of the protagonist of Behind the Clouds is not central 
to the resolution of conflict in the plot of the novel. 
But the ideological stance of the protagonists of The 
Graduate, Muriel at Metropolitan and Our Sister Killjoy 
has serious bearing on the characters' resolution of 
major conflicts in the novels. 
Issues of feminism and nationalism appear in Aidoo 
and Ogot's novels giving them a tone encountered also 
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in Emecheta's quasi feminist statements^ voiced through 
Nnu Ego in The Joys of Motherhood and in Ramatoulaye's 
lofty speech at the conclusion of So Long a Letter. 
Ogot and Aidoo directly state their political and social 
criticism by creating women characters who have height¬ 
ened political awareness; their novels present the immedi¬ 
ate postindependence period and the succeeding years 
respectively. There is a difference between Mrs. Karun- 
garu's state-oriented politics and Sissie's "Pan-African" 
militancy, but both are ardent nationalists. With their 
outspoken views on women's equality and their avid nation¬ 
alist ideals, Mrs. Karungaru and Sissie contrast greatly 
with Okoye's Ije and Tladi's Muriel. Ije represents 
an upwardly mobile Nigerian woman of the nineteen-eighties, 
while Muriel’s moderate political outlook insures her 
view of the South African government's indomitability. 
Behind the Clouds chronicles a particularly trying 
period in the life of Ije Apia, a woman who has achieved 
success in education and marriage, but none in child- 
^As the discussion of Emecheta's social and political 
perspective in Chapter Four shows, what passes for "femi¬ 
nism" in Emecheta's writing is actually her protest against 
any obstacle which fetters women's achievement of middle 
class status. She consistently condemns male authorita¬ 
rianism and greed when it prevents women from completing 
their education or choosing the upwardly mobile mate 
of their choice, while she portrays benevolent and pros¬ 
perous domineering males as most admirable. She wants 
to insure that women have access to the financial rewards 
which social change can bring; she does not advocate 
fundamental change in male-female power relationships. 
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bearing. The plot is relatively uncomplicated: Ije and 
Dozie Apia have a successful middle-class marriage and 
life in Enugu. He is an architect, she an accountant. 
After five years of marriage they have produced no chil¬ 
dren, a condition for which Ije takes full blame. She 
has seen many doctors and herbalists and undergone several 
fruitless operations and potions to enhance her fertility. 
One day a rather unsophisticated, but pregnant 
adventuress appears in their opulent three bedroom bungalow 
claiming that Dozie is the father of her baby. Dozie, 
confused and embarrassed, but nevertheless proud to be 
an expectant father, weakly allows the woman to take 
over his household and destroy its harmony, ultimately 
driving Ije to move to her own place in another part 
of town. 
The pregnant woman, Virginia, is stereotyped as 
the vicious "other woman." She lacks all of Ije's virtues: 
temperateness, wisdom and class sophistication. Through 
Virginia’s vituperative chatter, Dozie learns that the 
child she is carrying is not his. He forces her out 
of the house and leaves for England where he learns that 
he is infertile due to a minor, correctable problem. 
Upon his return to Nigeria he successfully seeks recon¬ 
ciliation with Ije. 
With its romantic melodrama, pragmatic moralising, 
and underlying themes of infidelity and social mobility, 
Ifeoma Okoye's Behind the Clouds may be likened to the 
popular market literature in Nigeria. This booming lit¬ 
erature trade, itself, is a consequence of social transi¬ 
tion since it fulfills the demands of a reading public 
which appeared as result of the increased literacy in 
English brought about by formal education.® Because 
of Behind the Clouds* affinity with popular literature, 
it must be noted that while there is a clear ring of 
realism in the novel, stereotypes abound. The prota¬ 
gonist is the "perfect Nigerian wife" who dotes on her 
husband, has supported him through school and renders 
incredible the popular allegation that "Nigerian women 
[are] no good."^ The husband is talented in his pro¬ 
fession, but lacks decisiveness; this leads to his easy 
manipulation by a guileful, social climbing woman. How¬ 
ever, in the end, he learns to assert his masculinity 
(after he strikes his temptress) and takes his proper 
place in his successful world. The temptress is indo¬ 
lent, seductive and greedy; the heavy makeup she wears 
®See Donatus Nwoga, "Onitsha Market Literature," 
Transition 19 (1965); 26 - 33 and Susan Greenstein, 
‘'Cyprian Ekwensi and Onitsha Market Literature," Spectrum 
3 (June 1973) ; 175 - 91. 
^Ifeoma Okoye, Behind the Clouds (Essex; Longman, 
1982), p.37. All further references will be cited in 
text as jiC with page numbers. 
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on her charming face continually emphasizes the masked 
falsehood of her life and her moral depravity. 
While the plot synopsis points out the predictable 
and typical elements of the novel, it also reveals the 
most interesting aspect of the plot complication: the 
symbiotic relationship of traditional values with a mod¬ 
ern^, urban lifestyle. Ije and Dozie's lifestyle is 
that of the Nigerian elite. They employ a driver, a 
houseboy, and a maid. While their home has all the modern 
conveniences, they plan to build their "dream house" 
along with an office complex on a plot of land that both 
chose. Both Dozie and Ije practice Christianity and 
believe in monogamy, which they consider to be the proper 
way. But in the midst of their life of prosperity fostered 
by Dozie's investment into modern capitalist ventures 
looms the acceptance of the traditional social values 
surrounding marriage and family. Although their material 
wealth and lifestyle indicate that they have an affinity 
for the consumerism so often associated with the West, 
their high valuation of children originates from their 
10 
The term "modern" is used here as it is most often 
used, to denote association with technological innovations 
created primarily in the Western world during the twentieth 
century. However, "modern" also denotes assimilated 
cultural nuances of the West, and in this sense the word 
appropriately addresses the outward trappings of the 
Apia's lifestyle. 
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own culture. Producing children is not only a sign of 
fertility, it serves to validate manhood and womanhood. 
That a man and woman can be complete, fulfilled 
human beings without producing children is an untenable 
proposition to Ije and Dozie, as it is to all grounded 
in their culture. This is revealed in Ije's friend Ugo 
Ushie's contention that: 
the worst misfortune that could befall a man in 
Nigeria was to be childless, and only a Nigerian 
in a million would not take a second wife if the 
first one failed to bear him a child - and not just 
a child but a son (B£, P* 104). 
The importance of childbearing in an Igbo woman’s life 
is clearly emphasized in Idu, and the prestige of producing 
male children is explicated in The Joys of Motherhood. 
But the degree to which childlessness can become an actual 
oppressive element in a woman's life has not been exhi¬ 
bited in the novels in this study.H It becomes an oppres¬ 
sive force in Ije's life not only because of her own 
sense of failure and the gloating intrusion of Virginia, 
but also because of the constant pressure and criticism 
she receives from Dozie's mother. 
As a stereotypical mother-in-law, Dozie's mother 
exceeds Selina's mother-in-law of Ripples in the Pool 
in her abrasiveness and cruelty. Unlike Selina, however, 
l^Works by women writers not included in this disser¬ 
tation also deal with this subject. See Nwapa's Efuru 
(London: Heinemann, 1966) and Aidoo's No Sweetness Here 
(New York: Doubleday, 1971). 
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Ije remains humble and showers her mother-in-law with 
gifts and kindness, receiving only verbal abuse in return. 
This is one of the Okoye's methods of framing Ije's impec¬ 
cable character and of creating sympathy for her. Ije's 
extreme self-effacement serves another function also; 
it adds to the melodramatic tone of the entire narrative. 
And that melodramatic tone renders the characters less 
realistic. Whereas Ugo Ushie’s statement that "very 
few women approve of their daughters-in-law"(BjC, p.61) 
» 
may hold some truth, it is doubtful that a woman of Ije's 
conviction and social status would silently acquiese 
to such cruel verbal abuse from her mother-in-law. In 
all other areas Ije is a woman who makes key decisions. 
Her choices are responsible for her husband's over¬ 
whelming business success, since Dozie lacks the vision 
and aggressiveness to make certain vital decisions. 
Only at Ije's urging did he leave government service 
to begin his own architectural firm. And it is Ije who 
usually coaches him in all vital decisions which lead 
to their increasing wealth. 
Another contradictory element in the plot is the 
degree to which Ije accepts blame for her childlessness. 
She and Dozie rely on formally educated doctors and tra¬ 
ditional herbalists as they seek aid. Yet neither the 
young couple nor the doctors ever consider the possibility 
that it might be Dozie who has a medical problem instead 
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of Ije. This is largely incredible, considering the 
number of doctors and surgical operations that Ije en¬ 
dures, Again, this complication in the plot is due to 
Okoye's stockpiling sympathy for the protagonist. Other¬ 
wise, it would indicate an extensive degree of male chau¬ 
vinism which prevents Ije, Dozie and the doctors from 
considering male infertility a possibility in the Apia's 
case. 
This is not to say that a high degree of male chau¬ 
vinism is not a root cause for Ije's misery. In one 
of her desperate attempts at seeking aid, Ije joins a 
fundamentalist congregation whose minister purports to 
aid women with Ije's problem. Beatrice a woman Ije meets 
in the doctor's office, leads her to join the church 
and after some time, Beatrice becomes pregnant. However, 
it is not the prayers and spiritual guidance which inspire 
the pregnancy; the minister himself fathers the child. 
When the minister offers his "help" to Ije, she is appalled 
and morally incensed by the offer. Yet even this incident 
does not lead her to consider that Dozie might be the 
cause of her childlessness. And that is due to her own 
male chauvinist outlook. Furthermore, Ije believes that 
a wife's role is to "serve" her husband. Along with 
her devoted affection that heightens still the pedestal 
which Dozie stands upon in her mind, this perspective 
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prevents her from suspecting that her husband might have 
an 'imperfection.1 
Although Dozie keeps close ties with his relatives, 
until Virginia moves in, he and Ije exist in a "nuclear" 
conjugal unit in the city. During most of the novel's 
time span, Ije is a middle-class housewife; she no longer 
works in Dozie's company while she seeks to correct her 
fertility problem. She does little other than supervise 
her servants, see the doctor and visit her friend, Ugo. Her 
servants purchase, cut, and tend the food which.she 
"cooks," i.e. she puts into the pots. Her inactivity 
appears to increase her depression, especially since 
she continually meets old acquaintances with growing 
families. Her position is very similar to what might 
be called the "classic" middle-class housewife who appeared 
in Europe in the nineteenth century, her primary function 
being household management, social companion (for her 
spouse), and hostess. This makes her atypical of most 
women in her society, where even women who do not work 
outside the home, cannot be defined as "housewives"^ 
because they usually have some form of income producing 
occupation. 
l^Niara Sudarkasa makes this point in "Female Employment 
and Family Organizationin West Africa," in Black Women 
Cross Culturally ed. Filoména Steady (Cambridge: Schenk- 
man, 1981), pp. 49-54. 
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Ije also experiences feelings of alienation associ¬ 
ated with this type of family unit. Because Dozie is 
a businessman with a growing business, he makes frequent 
trips out of town and appears to have a number of friends 
who are also business associates. He is also a member 
of a country club which he frequents (usually with Ije) 
until embarrassment over Virginia's arrival drives him 
away. On the other hand, Ije is shown to have only one 
close girlfriend and to rely on Dozie for her social 
life and companionship. "She had given her whole life 
to her husband" (IJC, p. 50). While in England, she worked 
two jobs to support Dozie's university studies. However, 
at home living in an urban environment away from her 
people, she has no kinship or age-group support network 
to boost her deflated morale or to add some purpose to 
her life. As her obsession with her childlessness becomes 
more oppressive, she appears to become more idle. Without 
motherhood and without employment she becomes withdrawn 
after Virginia moves into the house. 
Since Ije has education and experience as an account¬ 
ant, she does have a medium for self-support. Her un¬ 
shaking trust in Dozie's loyalty and marital fidelity 
leads her to disregard a friend's caution: 
I hope you're not one of those foolish women who 
say that what belongs to their husbands belongs to 
them too. I mean those women who don't believe in 
having their own separate bank accounts and invest¬ 
ments. I do hope you're not one of them. I hope 
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you're wise enough to put away some money for your¬ 
self while Dozie's business is booming (BJ2, p. 27). 
Later, when she needs money to venture on her own, Ije 
realizes that she should have taken Patience's advice. 
After an illness probably brought on by the stress¬ 
ful home atmosphere, Ije decides to seek employment again. 
Her socially privileged position is reflected by the 
ease and swiftness in which she finds work with another 
company. As would be expected of a woman in her position, 
when her home situation becomes unbearable, she moves 
to her own place. A woman living alone is not an extra¬ 
ordinary occurrence in the town, as shown in the novel, 
but Ije must lie to the landlord in order to secure an 
apartment due to his suspicion that unmarried women living 
alone have profligate lifestyles. Otherwise, Ije's transi¬ 
tion to living outside her marriage home is a smooth 
one. The transition is made easier because her maid, 
Teresa, accompanys her. 
Ije's relationship to Teresa reveals much about 
Ije's class perspective and social consciousness. Ije 
is said (by the author) to treat her maid "like a sister." 
Yet no doubt is cast about the differing class of the 
two women in the narrative: Ije admonishes Teresa when 
she is late from getting her hair braided, and when Teresa 
wipes her hands on her apron instead of the cloth provided 
for that purpose, Ije tersely scolds her for the action. 
The inclusion of occurrences like these two emphasizes 
that underlying Ije's lenient rule over her servants 
is a fundamental belief in the rightness of her class 
superiority. This class perspective is sanctioned by 
the author, Okoye, who views Ije's treatment of her ser¬ 
vants as truly lenient and exceptional. Neither the 
author nor her characters question the class perspec¬ 
tive which concludes that the existence of servants is 
a 'natural' and expected social phenomenon, an outlook 
which brings to bear Ije's social consciousness. 
As members of an elite, Ije and Dozie are shown 
to be level-headed and not overly extravagant. The author 
makes several salient comments on Ije's sensible, yet 
expensive and exquisite taste in her selection of clothing 
and home furnishing. Nonetheless, outside of pleasing 
her husband and having a child, Ije seems to have little 
real interest in anything that goes on in her society. 
Ije, like her friend Ugo Ushie, refuses to join the extra¬ 
vagant and pretentious middle-class women's clubs. Her 
childlessness is the foremost concern in her life. Ironi¬ 
cally, in her relatively privileged position, she has 
time in which to address other issues, time that poorer 
women would not have. But Ije's limited social conscious¬ 
ness precludes a concern for wider issues. 
This is not to say that Ije does not realize and 
utilize the options that a woman in her position has. 
She also knows that her barrenness would be less tragic 
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in other societies; she will not remarry because "a barren 
woman is useless as a wife, at least in our country" 
(BC, p. 114). And she furnishes her apartment minimally 
because "she was not sure she was going to stay long 
in Enugu" (I3C, p. 107). Having lived in England, Ije 
has first hand experience with another culture and its 
values. Fully realizing that she has exceptional indepen¬ 
dence and social mobility because of her education, she 
immediately begins to consider these options when she 
leaves her husband. 
Although her failure to meet societal expectations 
for her as a woman brings Ije considerable misery, she 
can live and prosper financially because she is an urban, 
educated woman and can tap various opportunities found 
in the city. She also has the choice of remaining in 
Enugu, moving to another city or country. And while 
she is reconciled with her husband, her characterization 
does depict some of the alternatives available to women 
like Ije. Nearly all of her options are a result of social 
transition in the economic order and in educational oppor¬ 
tunities for women. This emerges clearly from the novel 
even while its focus is one woman's problems with child¬ 
bearing . 
Grace Ogot's The Graduate is less concerned with 
marital problems such as childbearing and marital infi- 
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delity.l^ The story's complication is initiated by Jane 
Brown, the "confidential secretary" of the Minister of 
Public Affairs. Jane Brown and her husband, an advisor 
in the Ministry of Agriculture, use subterfuge to block 
Jakoyo Seda's meeting with Mrs. Karungaru because his 
appointment, as civil engineer, would displace another 
white man, Ted O'nell.O'nell is less qualified than 
Seda, but he is the Browns' friend (and Jane's future 
lover). By exposing the Browns' plot to block Seda's 
employment, the narrative directly accuses the European 
government workers of trying to continue their racist 
employment practises even after independence. Yet some 
of the Europeans support Africanization, a fact that 
Jane Brown's husband attributes to European factionalism: 
l^The back cover of the The Graduate states: 
This is a story of how it felt like in the midsixties 
when the demand was that the best of ourselves were 
to come back home and man the public sector, hitherto 
proliferated by the expatriate expert. Jakoyo Seda 
is a brilliant Kenyan who has just completed his 
Masters studies in civil engineering, and has been 
offered a lectureship at the University of California 
and an air ticket to bring his entire family to the 
States. This arrangement is to help him work on 
PhD. But then comes Hon. Mrs. Juanina Karungaru 
with the call to the graduates to come home, as their 
country needs them. 
The mixed diction and the wording, "how it felt like," 
"to help him work on PhD.," confirm the novel's local 
publishing origins, while the content reveals the overt 
nationalist message of the story. 
l^In the text of The Graduate O'Nell is printed consist¬ 
ently as O'nell. 
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We are no longer united as we used to be. Quite 
a handful of the English seem to have thrown their 
lot with the African and seem to be softening for 
Africanization, accepting it as part of the wind 
of change sweeping through Africa. Twice I have 
burned my feelings in confiding in them, to help 
me block an African appointment.^ 
The policy of Africanization instituted by the new Kenyan 
president immediately following independence has loosened 
the Europeans' firm hold on governmental and professional 
positions. 
And interestingly, while the distrust and deceptive¬ 
ness of the Europeans is commonly portrayed in stories 
of the period immediately following independence, the 
optimism and nationalist spirit which Ogot tries to capture 
in The Graduate purveys a completely different view of 
"Uhuru" than that given by her countryman Ngugi in his 
novel Grain of Wheat. Ngugi's narrative shows that the 
seed of disillusionment in the coming independence had 
already been sown before the actual day of sovreignity 
appeared. It may be argued, however, that Ogot's narrative 
covers a different segment of the population; it is based 
on the perceptions of urban Kenyans. 
In Mrs. Juanina Karungaru, Ogot instills all neces¬ 
sary qualities of what she considers to be the perfect 
politician: dignity, wisdom, integrity, motivation and 
^Grace Ogot, The Graduate (Nairobi: Uzima Press, 
1980), p. 51. Further references will be cited in text 
as TGI with page numbers. 
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patriotic purpose. Mrs. Karungaru is also a vocal advocate 
of women's equality. After her daughter complains about 
the incessant traffic of human beings who come seeking 
her mother's time, Mrs. Karungaru tells her daughter 
that the women of Kenya want her 
to help the women get very many things for their 
children: like good nursery schools, health clinics, 
and little shops where they can market their farm 
produce, and handicraft. They also want the ... 
government to take clean water to the villages, to 
relieve the women from the back breaking job. ... 
Our government is already doing so many things for 
our people. They will bring to me those small things 
to ease the sufferings of village women (TG, p.7). 
The Public Affairs minister becomes even sharper in her 
anti-sexism as she explains further that her experience 
as woman and mother endow her ability to be more tactful 
in the mission to 
help educate our people to understand that little 
girls are just as clever, and important as little 
boys. That no one should discriminate against girls 
and think that they should only take courses in home 
economics, nursing, nursery teaching, and secretarial 
work; while the boys are encouraged to study engineer¬ 
ing, medicine, and architecture. You need both boys 
and girls to build a strong nation (T£, p.7). 
Yet, when her daughter points out that it this type of 
discrimination which accorded her a governmental post 
only after the previous minister's death, Mrs. Karungaru 
refuses to admit to her child that it is sexism which 
had prevented her from winning the post she holds. Not 
a militant advocate of feminism, Mrs. Karungaru fears 
that her daughter will become belligerent with her brothers 
and even her father if she knows that truth. Apparently 
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her daughter holds a more militant stance toward women’s 
rights. 
Ogot's characterization of Mrs. Karungaru is care¬ 
fully designed hero portraiture. In order to portray 
an exceptional woman who befits her national role, Ogot 
excludes personality faults or weaknesses from her char¬ 
acterization. Hence, the most important aspect of Mrs. 
Karungaru's personality is her social consciousness, 
from which she derives her profoundly nationalist outlook. 
This nationalist outlook is linked to her women's rights 
involvement also. But Mrs. Karungaru is no radical femin¬ 
ist. She is feminist to the extent that she wishes Kenyan 
women to partake in the future "nation-building’’ process 
which all nationalists view as the immediate task fol¬ 
lowing independence. As she states, she wants to help 
ease the "back breaking" burdens of the village women 
by lobbying for pipe water systems and market shops. 
She also wants more women appointed to governmental posi¬ 
tions in order to pressure passage of women related poli¬ 
cies. 
However, in her position as the first woman govern¬ 
ment minister, her feminism does not reach far enough 
to address one question candidly: why were there no women 
elected or appointed to any of the governmental ministries 
during the first general election? Mrs. Karungaru remem¬ 
bers the bravery of Kenyan women who aided the freedom 
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fighters, and believes that "it was in that spirit of 
co-operation that women and their men moved to the first 
general elections, after independence was won" (TG, 
p. 11). The general disappointment and shock upon dis¬ 
covering that neither she nor any other woman would have 
a role in the cabinet leads Mrs. Karungaru to read her 
Bible; she is deeply religious. 
Oh Lord, he who hired the labourers to work in the 
vineyard paid them a denarious each, as was agreed 
upon, so that even those who started to work at the 
eleventh hour were paid! Why then were the women 
not paid when all the jobs were being given out? 
And yet we have toiled the whole day and more to 
help bring independence. Why did the men take the 
shares we had worked for? (TG, p. 12) 
Reminiscent of Mariama Bâ's Ramatoulaye and her rhetorical 
questions about women's issues, Mrs. Karungaru keeps 
her faith in God, much the same as Ramatoulaye keeps 
hers in Allah. "She would let pain remain a secret between 
her and her God" (T£, p. 13). 
Not surprisingly, since both are pioneer advocates 
of women's issues in their respective countries, the 
characterizations of Mrs. Karungaru and Ramatoulaye have 
some similarity. Yet, Mrs. Karungaru's choice of public 
life and all that it entails sets her apart from Rama¬ 
toulaye. Although different in their choice of lifestyle 
and occupation, both women have to divide their time 
between family and work outside the home. Ramatoulaye 
devotes her life to her husband and family, fearing that 
a political career would destroy the family's harmony. 
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Knowing that her family life will be disrupted and perhaps 
destroyed by her busy schedule, Mrs. Karungaru vows that 
she will sit down to eat with her family and rise earlier 
in the morning so that she may continue to dress her 
younger children. "When she was not travelling abroad 
she would do her utmost to have all meals with them, 
and help with their homework" (TG, p.10). She intends 
to keep her family happy because "it was impossible for 
a woman politician to succeed, if her husband and her 
children did not give her their full support" (T£, p.10). 
Insuring that her accountant husband remain psycholo¬ 
gically secure proves a more difficult task since 
to an African man, who for a long time saw himself 
as the head of the family, being forced by a situation 
to follow in the footsteps of his wife, was indeed 
an awkward situation (TG., p.10). 
Her husband is described as "sensitive," and one of his 
friend has advised him to "be tough with a woman minister, 
who might soon be drunk with power, and might forget 
that she was still a wife" (TG, p.10). Whether or not 
Mrs. Karungaru solves her domestic friction is not shown 
in the short span of the novel since its primary focus 
is the minister's successful handling of expatriate's 
devious plot. Nevertheless, the implication is that 
she will be successful in "handling" her husband as well. 
Mrs. Karungaru's social consciousness is colored 
by her avid nationalist sentiment which includes three 
noticeable components. The first is the enthusiastic 
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nation-building sentiment. The second is a devoted loyalty 
to the Kenyan people. And the third is deeply rooted 
distrust of the white expatriates. Whereas the first 
two components sharpened with the independence movement, 
in the novel it is shown that the third has already devel¬ 
oped inevitably in the colonial situation. When an expa¬ 
triate officer in the Ministry of education, Clive Calders, 
meets with Mrs Karungaru to convince her that Seda belongs 
in the University and not in public service, she reasons: 
when the white men appeared to love you the most 
that is the time they were about to cut your baby's 
umbilical cord, a thing that would, if it happened, 
make you an accomplice to your own child's murder. 
But what was the catch? (TG, p.62). 
Of course, the all-white Architectural Department does 
not want African professors and will not accept Seda 
without his doctorate. Therefore, Calders, who owes the 
Browns a favor, plans to remove Seda from Ted O'nell's 
path by making sure that he has to go abroad again for 
study. This is the "catch" which Mrs Karungaru cannot 
discern. "The National University was so close to the 
heart of the President and the cabinet. Its members 
of staff ... were a hard nut to crack. Jakoyo, going 
to the university, would definitely start the ball rolling" 
(TG, p.62). In her fervor to impress the president and 
prove herself a loyal follower of the Africanization 
policy, she forgets her own caution and agrees to Calders' 
request. 
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Although the Public Affairs Minister is a staunch 
follower of the "Africanization" policy established by 
the new president, her one mistake is that she does 
not choose an African secretary immediately following 
her appointment. The assistant to the confidental secre¬ 
tary is a Kenyan named Anabell. Ultimately, Anabell 
is the hero of the story since her sharp perception and 
shrewd action secure Seda the position he returned home 
to assume. 
Writing of the various pre-independence nationalist 
movements in general, Claude Ake points out that "the 
nationalist movement itself promoted not merely the poli¬ 
ticisation of the masses but also the radicalisation 
of their consciousness. It politicised them by mobilising 
them into politics, many of them for the first time."16 
He states further that some developed an "essentially 
progressive, if not radical political consciousness" 
because 
behind the antipathy of the nationalist movement 
was a system of progressive ideas. For instance, 
the nationalist leaders argued that they were against 
colonialism because it was the negation of self- 
determination; they argued that colonialism negated 
freedom, that it impeded the development of the col¬ 
onised peoples and that it was brutally oppressive 
and exploitative. The nationalist leaders engaged 
in a struggle for liberation had to represent them- 
l^Claude Ake, A Political Economy of Africa (Essex: 
Longman, 1981), p. 177. 
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selves as champions of the cause of equality and 
freedom and as enemies of exploitation? 
Anabell has undergone such a "politicisation" and 
has undaunted faith in the new government and its leaders. 
She exudes the Kenyan nationalist spirit also and, perhaps, 
is meant to represent the new Kenyan working class woman 
as she explains her swift action: "It is my duty ... to 
my President, my minister, and to my people" (TG, p. 70). 
She is determined, fiesty, and competent in her work, 
but has less experience than Jane Brown, which is why 
Brown remains a private secretary. But after Anabell 
reveals Jane Brown’s deceptive plot to the minister, 
Mrs. Karungaru rewards her cleverness and loyalty by 
promoting her to private secretary. 
That Anabell successfully moves up in her employment 
and helps another Kenyan do the same validates her belief 
that the new government has the interest of people like 
her at heart. And logically the expectation follows 
that independence will bring greater material wealth 
to the masses. "During the days of nationalist agitation 
there was much talk about the possibilities of material 
betterment for the masses once the colonial yoke was 
removed. This made expectations upwardly mobile."I8 
The appointment of Mrs. Karungaru, Seda's employment, 
l^Ibid . 
l8Ake, p. 177. 
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and Anabell's optimism and successful mobility seem to 
indicate that all will be well with the independent govern¬ 
ment. The Graduate excludes any suggestion of the theme 
which pervades so much of Kenyan literature: post-indepen¬ 
dence disillusionment fostered by the corrupt government 
officials whose foremost concern is self-aggrandizement 
and material wealth most often gained at the expense 
of the Kenyan people. 
In light of what actually did happen following 
independence, the political outlook which Professor Nzon- 
gola-Ntalaja attributes to post-independence Zairean 
nationalist leaders might equally apply to Kenya and 
other African countries. 
Whereas the [popular masses] had identified inde¬ 
pendence with both freedom from white rule and 
material prosperity, the [petite bourgeois nation¬ 
alist leaders] had cultivated such hopes among the 
masses in the effort to enlist their support, but 
were primarily interested in replacing whites in 
the upper echelons of the state apparatus. ... 
The underlying interests of the petty bourgeoisie 
became manifest after independence when, as a new 
ruling class, it did not concern itself with the 
people. ... For the popular masses, independence 
had failed to improve their living conditions. 
Their frustrated expectations materialized in a 
generalized contempt for politicians, who became 
known as "liars,” and whose conspicuous wealth and 
consumption surpassed what the colonialists before 
them had enjoyed.*9 
This is not to imply that Kenya's history was the same 
as Zaire's, since Kenya had relative stability under 
19N zongola-Ntalaja, Class Struggle and National 
Liberation in Africa (Roxbury: Omenana, 1982), p. 53 
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the long pro-Western rule of Kenyatta. But the character¬ 
ization of Mrs. Karungaru shows her to be a government 
official extremely eager to please the new president, 
one who actually goes against her better judgement in 
order to impress him (by sending Seda to the university). 
Mrs. Karungaru is not corrupt. However, as part of the 
petite bourgeoisie in her country, her class interests 
are the same as those of the new president. That is 
why she accepts the Mercedes, the big house, and all 
the material benefits the position brings. Her nationalist 
outlook is not revolutionary or radical; she wants to 
see Africans doing what Europeans did before; she does 
not see anything wrong with the fundamental structure 
of the government apparatus itself. 
Ogot mentions that Mrs. Karungaru's previous involve¬ 
ment was in active "trade unionism" and that whereas 
her library now contains many bibles, before it was filled 
with trade union books. But it is never quite clear 
what Mrs. Karungaru actually did before her job as Public 
Affairs Minister. What is clear, however, is that Ogot 
intends for Mrs. Karungaru to be viewed as a pioneer 
for unconventional women's roles. Her nationalist perspec¬ 
tive and her social consciousness are aspects of her 
characterization which are clearly meant to be admirable. 
They are shown to be well-developed and intended to be 
indicators of the minister's serious and significant 
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purpose in life. 
Development of mature social consciousness becomes 
a part of the process of character growth in Miriam Tlali's 
Muriel at Metropolitan. Most striking about Muriel's 
characterization is her conservatism and her constant 
feelings of helplessness as she observes and confronts 
the wall of racial stratification and bias promoted by 
Apartheid. Confronted with the overwhelming economic 
and military strength of the South African government, 
Muriel believes that things will always be the same, 
she sees no way out of the situation because "they have 
the say anyway, 'they are holding the gun.'20 "One is 
forever in a trap from which there is no way of escape 
. . . except suicide" (MM, p.190). Consequently, Muriel 
cannot develop a social consciousness that is radical 
or revolutionary, but she does reach an initial stage 
whereby she must refuse to work for the exploitative 
Mr. Bloch or to be "loyal to the firm." 
As a graduate of an African university, the best 
job that Muriel can find is as typist at a furniture 
and appliance store. Because she is an African woman, 
her wages are "three times" lower than those of her white 
2C>Miriam Tlali, Muriel at the Metropolitan (New York: 
Longman, 1979), p. 49. All further quotations are from 
this edition and will be cited as MM with page numbers. 
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co-workers, even though she is much more educated and 
in later years, an experienced accounting clerk with 
a wide range of duties. Nevertheless, Muriel is the 
first African woman hired by the Jewish South African 
proprietor of the firm, Metropolitan Radio. She there¬ 
fore has the dubious title of groundbreaker for other 
African women, although the only other African woman 
hired during her tenure at Metropolitan leaves without 
notice after only a few weeks. 
The novel, written from Muriel's perspective, records 
the small and large indignities which Muriel and her 
people face as they troop in to buy Mr. Bloch's goods 
at exorbitant interest rates. The store becomes a micro¬ 
cosm of South Africa and the convolutions of Apartheid. 
Even Muriel is amazed at the distortions in social and 
working relationships which Apartheid mandates. Her desk 
is separated from the white women, and she notes: 
I had seen apartheid applied in many spheres 
in the Republic but never before had I seen it 
applied to ledger or record cards! At Metropolitan 
Radio we kept the European cards in one section 
separated from the non-European cards. It was all 
very confusing for a person who did not know the 
different Coloured townships because that was the 
only clue to where the card should be filed or found. 
The coloured names were the same as the Europeans 
ones. Inevitably a lot of misfiling occurred (MM, 
pp. 15-16). 
And obviously, Mr. Bloch loses labor time and money because 
of the inefficiency imposed by Apartheid and his own 
racism 
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Quoting Conrad, the critic, Lewis Nkosi, offers 
an explanation for Bloch's behavior and a general comment 
on South African literature. 
It has been stated many times that South African 
literature is intensely urban, written out of the 
chaos of urban life, with all its peculiar insecuri¬ 
ties and rootlessness. What has not been pointed 
out is that not only the blacks but the whites them¬ 
selves have been radically transformed by this environ¬ 
ment, by the immense weight of their mission to rule 
over others in perpetuity: "This jealousy of the 
world they've wrought with ball bearings and alarm 
clocks, this metallic wisdom, has engineered a mutation 
in these people themselves."21 
That Bloch's racism results partly from a "mutation" 
undergone by white South Africans is questionable. But 
Nkosi's observation discloses that the whites view the 
South African situation and their role within it quite 
differently from Africans. Muriel discovers this as 
she becomes acquainted with whites at Metropolitan. 
Muriel at Metropolitan follows the urban focus since 
Africans in South Africa are the most proletarianized 
on the continent. According to Muriel "Africans are 
undergoing a change" since they are "fast acquiring the 
white man's way of life ... in order to fit into this 
modern world" (MM, p. 44). She believes that all cultural 
differences fostered by tribes have been eradicated and 
were "few" to begin with. Therefore, 
^iLewis Nkosi, Tasks and Masks: Themes and Styles 
of African Literature (Essex: Longman, 1981), p. 79. 
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they may be put down on record and preserved, 
stored away in the museums and archives so that 
coming generations may read about them and know 
them, but they now belong to an age we shall never 
go back to, an age we cannot go back to whether we 
like it or not (MM, p. 44). 
Muriel's attitude toward tribalism might be viewed 
as progressive, though overstated, since all vestiges 
of tribalism have not been eliminated, and sometimes 
it is used as an effective tool of division and dissension 
within the African communities in South Africa.22 From 
her viewpoint, in order for her people to make any progress 
and to prove to the whites that Africans are human beings, 
she must distance herself from all vestiges of backward¬ 
ness, which include traditional mysticism. Muriel all 
but makes a mockery of Adam's advice that she see a "good 
African witch-doctor to strengthen you against some of 
these evil spirits" (MM, p.93). In fact, she announces 
it to Mrs. Kuhn, Bloch's sister who complains about 
^Bernard Magubane points out that tribalism was en¬ 
couraged by the white South Arican government since after 
the Native Administration Act of 1927, all Africans were 
relegated to a "native reserve." The act restored native 
law and chiefdoms which had previously been discouraged. 
Mugabe states also that the act restored some customs 
in a "caricatured form," and "in the sacred name of policy, 
Africans were made to conform to the mockery of the tribal 
system." See Bernard Magubane, The Political Economy 
of Race and Class in South Africa New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1979), pp. 84-85. Magubane further states 
that "disembodied" tribalism and "chiefdoms" helped to 
insure the perpetuation of "native reserves" since the 
"chiefly institution" became administration for reserves 
which today are the so-called "independent" homelands 
recognized by South Africa only. 
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Adam's loud voice. Adam, a long faithful employee at 
Metropolitan and self-appointed "bossboy," believes that 
the African doctor has cured him of pains for which Bloch's 
doctor always gave medicine that never relieved. Mrs. Kuhn 
reduces Adam's claims to "a lot of nonsense," which appar¬ 
ently represents Muriel's feelings also. That Muriel 
can enlist the aid of the white woman in verification 
of her rejection of traditional mysticism proves that 
she identifies herself with "progressive" tendencies 
of the whites. 
Muriel, however, is not necessarily conscious of 
this identification. It actually stems from her class 
perspective, which is that of a middle class woman. 
It reveals itself each time she sets out to explicate 
her personal understanding of some continued misguidance 
or nescience of her people. Bloch will not admit Muriel 
to the store immediately following her return from a 
week at home with her daughter because he mistakenly 
thinks that smallpox and chicken pox are the same disease. 
After consulting his doctor he learns better. Muriel’s 
response to Bloch's confusion and fear is revealing: 
I remembered how whites always told each other 
how blacks suffer from all sorts of diseases. . . . 
But why can't they see that avoiding physical con¬ 
tact will not immunize them? Can't they see that 
the only way to ensure that the air that they 
breathe and food that they eat will not be 'conta¬ 
minated' by the blacks is by raising their standard 
of living and by giving them adequate education? 
Surely more and more blacks then would come to 
appreciate the value of hygiene and clean habits? 
Surely everyone would gain by that because the two 
groups can never be separated (MM, p.89). 
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Muriel's logic is that of a reformer, but it also discloses 
how separate she is from the average poor African, More¬ 
over, her choice of phrasing ("come to appreciate the 
value of hygiene") implies that she actually agrees with 
the whites general assessment of Africans. Of course 
she is not aware of this inconsistency in her perspective. 
Although underpaid for the amount and the type 
of work that she does, Muriel knows that her lot is still 
easier than that of her African sisters who work as maids, 
and various other "girls" in South Africa. Many of the 
African customers comment upon her position, which they 
consider lucrative and comfortable. Their praise brings 
out the ambivalence of Muriel's character and her attitude 
toward her position as a "token." The comments give 
her a feeling of being "the white-master's well-fed dog" 
(MM, p.91). Yet she is proud of her accomplishments. 
When Mrs. Kuhn charges, in heat of an argument, "Just 
because she [Muriel] knows a bit of English, she thinks 
she can say anything," Muriel replies "Thank God I did 
not pick it up in your kitchen or backyard!" (MM, p.70). 
Muriel's attitude toward the whites is just as 
ambivalent. "She thinks she is like us, you know," Mrs. 
Kuhn tells Mrs. Stein, an Afrikaner clerk at Metropoli¬ 
tan. Muriel objects: 
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That's an insult, Mrs. Kuhn. I don't think I'm 
like you. I don't want to be like you. I'm very 
proud of what I am. You're too small, too full 
of hatred. You're always preoccupied with issues 
that don't matter! (MM, p. 70). 
While Mrs. Kuhn rails insults at her, Muriel is much 
more civil and less cutting in her retorts; she tries 
to remain reserved and to moderate during the confron¬ 
tation. Although she does not want to be like the whites 
in their racial attitudes, Muriel at times displays a 
deep admiration for them. She makes several deprecating 
and categorical remarks about the pernicious nature of 
whites, but she is reluctant to believe the remarks her¬ 
self. The one belief she holds absolutely is the belief 
that the whites' rule over the Africans is irrevocable. 
As she expects to be fired for her argument with Mrs. Kuhn, 
her husband's words come to her "They are omnipotent; 
they have the power of life and death over us" (MM, p.70). 
Of course, Mr. Bloch does not fire her because she is 
an efficient, quiet, and inexpensive worker. 
By the time another African woman is hired at Metro¬ 
politan, Muriel has forgiven the white women for all 
their abuses. "The white women had come to look upon 
me not as a danger but as a co-worker" (MM, p.173). 
Muriel's embedded admiration for the white women escapes 
in her observation of the changed relationship with Mrs. 
Stein : 
Even Mrs. Stein, the diehard Afrikaner, who for 
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months would never utter my name, had grown to like 
me. No, I think tolerate is a better word for it. 
She would sometimes even engage in casual conversation 
with me, especially when Mrs. Kuhn was not present. 
She passed many household hints to me (MM, p.173). 
Without remembering or perhaps ignoring the fact that"every 
white person, no matter how poor he or she may be, keeps 
an African servant,"23 and that white women hire African 
women to cook, clean and tend their children. Muriel 
continues : 
Like most Afrikaner women, she was an excellent 
housewife and a good mother. She would tell me a 
lot about her own children, and would divulge some 
of her concern and fears for them. . . . Mrs Stein 
would bring in samples of dishes she had prepared 
for her family during the week-end, neatly wrapped 
in spotlessly white cloths, for all of us to taste. 
Her embroidery, knitting and smocking were all perfect. 
(MM, p.173). 
She goes even further in her feelings of sorority with 
the women. She says of Mrs. Kuhn: 
She was a great little lady, always hard-working, 
and she too was a devoted mother. She seemed so 
fragile, she used to induce within me the desire 
to protect her. I used to offer to carry the heavy 
typewriters for her to wherever she wanted them when 
the 'boys' were not in the shop (MM, p.173). 
Muriel's admiration goes beyond acceptance of the women 
as diligent co-workers for it is not simply worker soli¬ 
darity which causes her praise for the women. The longer 
Muriel stays at Metropolitan, the more she identifies 
with the whites. 
23Magubane, p. 2. 
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This is part of her ambivalence toward them. She 
realizes that they will never accept her as an equal; 
however, through years of diligent, hard work she does 
receive their trust in her abilities for her as a worker. 
Her identification with them and "the firm" is evidenced 
in the "we" of her statement: "Of all the many African 
girls who had come for an interview and a test since 
we had advertised for an African female clerk/ typist, 
Daisy was the best suited" (MM, p.172). Muriel spends 
most of her time on the "white" side of the office doing 
bookkeeping, while Daisy takes over the more "mechanical 
tasks" that Muriel did before. The white side has the 
fans in the summer and most of the heat during the winter. 
Therefore, Daisy, who is competent, efficient and not 
as acquiescent as Muriel, leaves after a month at Metropo¬ 
litan . 
Muriel feels that Daisy is justified in leaving 
without notice, yet Muriel does nothing to ease Daisy's 
stay. In her "higher position," she is still afraid 
to voice direct complaints to her boss on behalf of her 
"assistant." Although she points out that the plight 
of an African worker is always tenuous, that "victimi¬ 
sation and unconditional dismissal. . . hang like a dark 
cloud over the head of every non-white worker," Muriel 
has been with Metropolitan for several years by this 
time. Mr. Bloch dismisses her earlier resignation attempt 
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by giving her a small raise; he wishes to keep her employed 
with Metropolitan because she is an apt worker and less 
costly to employ than a comparably educated white woman. 
Therefore, it appears that it is not that she does not 
have the power or ability to speak up, since she knows 
by this time that Bloch will not terminate her. Muriel 
is happy to have someone take the more mechanical work: 
"Thank God I did not have to address those four thousand 
statements any more" (MM, p. 172). By refusing to speak 
up on behalf of Daisy, Muriel displays an outward lack 
of solidarity with the other African woman which eventually 
leads to her return to the same overloaded work position 
she had before Daisy's hiring. Her own lack of courage 
leads her to suspect that Daisy identifies her with the 
white women: 
... she left without giving notice at the end 
of that very month. Not all of us have the sub¬ 
missive forbearance of lamb. She never even bade 
me good-bye. Possibly she thought I was a traitor 
(MM, p.175). 
Something which further attests to Muriel's unconscious 
reasoning is that Muriel was willing to quit the job 
earlier when the white women suggested that she fetch 
tea and snacks for them when the "tea boy" was not around. 
Yet she is not willing to even entertain the idea of 
losing her job to help ease the discomfort of another 
African woman 
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The greater problems or broader scale of the social 
injustices perpetrated by Apartheid receive minimal focus 
in Muriel's account of her years at Metropolitan. The 
day-to-day physical brutality which so many Africans 
face is absent from the novel as Muriel tries to show 
that it is an inadequacy in "human beings" of both races 
which causes deceit and mistrust among the races. Instead 
the inconveniences and ridiculous bureaucratic nuances 
caused by Apartheid abound in her narrative. So do the 
ironies of life as a worker in the "Republic." 
The crux of the matter was that the white workers 
did not want to acknowledge their commonness with 
their black colleagues. As long as the system granted 
them certain privileges that the other racial groups 
did not enjoy, then they were contented. If they 
were treated the same, they grew resentful (MM, p.163). 
One of the white mechanics in the shop leaves for that 
reason; he feels that Bloch does not give him enough 
recognition for being white. And several of the Africans 
are fired for various devious schemes in which they all 
get caught eventually. Muriel avoids these deceptions, 
though invited to join by various employees. Her path 
to survival is more basic and less precarious; she believes 
in moderation and proving herself worthy of acceptance. 
These people were not inhuman nor were they downright 
cruel, as I used to brand them all. I had learned 
that they could be kind and gentle. If only this 
fear of us could be removed somehow. I had painfully 
learned that. For the best results, one must coax 
them slowly and gradually. I had learned that one 
must not be too abrupt, too precipitate, and too 
ready to condemn. I had almost succeeded in removing 
a great deal of the suspicion. ... I had taken 
upon my shoulders the difficult task of teaching 
them that the black African is no gogga but a human 
being (MM, pp. 174-75). 
Muriel's assumption that she must prove that Africans 
are "human beings" to whites is an extension of her con¬ 
servative perspective and her limited social conscious¬ 
ness. 
Although she knows that African labor is the life¬ 
blood of South Africa's economy, Muriel views Apartheid 
as primarily a moral injustice, rather than carefully 
designed economic and political disenfranchisement. 
Consequently, Muriel believes that things in South Africa 
will change if whites come to realize that Africans are 
"human beings" too. Indeed, the Africans who work in 
the store are shown to be quite morally corrupted by 
Apartheid at a fundamental level. She describes Adam 
as "dead" inside because he refuses to react to the white 
women calling him names such as "baboon" and other pejora 
tives. The Coloured mechanic steals from Bloch with 
the aid of a Coloured mail carrier. Agrippa, the truck 
driver who makes Metropolitan's collections and reposses¬ 
sions, cares more about his reputation and money to buy 
cheap liquor than he does about his wife and family; 
after many close calls, he is finally terminated because 
of a payment stealing scheme. All Bloch’s workers are 
dissatisfied and exploited because of his stinginess; 
however, the unskilled African workers are shown to be 
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unreliable and usually ignorant, almost deserving of 
Bloch’s exploitative treatment. The glimpses of justified 
defiance and indignant outbursts come from a few of the 
customers who object to the exorbitant interest Bloch 
charges or to their treatment in the shop where Africans 
must wait in line and whites never have to form a ’’queue." 
Muriel's family and home life have little space 
in the story since the entire novel deals with her employ¬ 
ment at Metropolitan. Nevertheless, her view of male- 
female relationships derives from custom; men must be 
accorded higher status than women according to Muriel. 
Early in her employment, she is reluctant to send the 
man, Johannes, for snacks: 
How could I? He was a man and I was a woman. 
According to our custom a woman does not send a man. 
We reserve a place, an elevated place, for our men 
(MM, p.27). 
Indeed, Muriel has high esteem for her husband, who has 
a managerial job at a university and quiet rule in his 
household. He shares her view of the omnipotence of 
the white rulers of South Africa; however he is extremely 
proud, and refuses to allow Muriel to be used as a servant 
on her job. Her husband tells her that she "must resign" 
and even writes the resignation letter. His actions 
bring more adulation from Muriel, who views them as a 
man's just reaction: 
It just goes to show. Human beings are human 
beings and that’s that. Some things you cannot 
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destroy in any man. You may try to reduce him to 
the lowest levels but you cannot destroy him inside. 
A man will always fight for what he holds dear, and 
regards as his by right—his country, his wife, his 
children (MM, p.118). 
Muriel's observations may be true of all "human beings," 
but her sincere belief in male superiority limits their 
application to males in this instance. Muriel observes 
the status quo in her interaction with her husband, just 
as she does in her relationship to whites on the job. 
On the other hand, there is indication that Muriel's 
mother at one time was part of the movement for change 
in South Africa. She apparently took part in the anti- 
Apartheid protests during the nineteen-twenties. Dis¬ 
gusted with the futility of protesting to the South African 
government, Muriel's mother immigrated to Lesotho. Ulti¬ 
mately, her view is similar to her daughter's, although 
at times, Muriel is less pessimistic than her mother. 
Her mother feels that there is absolutely no hope; "the 
Republic was beyond redemption" (MM, p.139), while Muriel 
does hold on to the idea of the possibility of gradual 
change. 
A discussion of the transplanting of a "Coloured" 
man's heart into the body of a white man brings out the 
clearest antiApartheid statements Muriel ever makes to 
her white co-workers. After explaining the political 
voicelessness of the African and the absurdity of the 
relocation policies, she tells the surprised white women: 
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If we do the same work at the same place it is only 
logical that we should earn the same, isn’t it? , . . 
do you really believe that the blacks are happy, 
that they are satisfied with their low standard of 
living, that they don't mind going hungry when others 
are rich and well-fed? (MM, p.180). 
Muriel also carries the transplant operation to its logical 
absurdity as mandated by laws of Apartheid. 
And if the law could make it legal for donors and 
recipients to exchange organs freely, irrespective 
of coulour, and hence change white recipients into 
non-white people, then would the law not be guilty 
of committing an immoral act, according to itself? 
(MM, p.181). 
Muriel indulges in such sarcasm often. However, at this 
point she realizes that the white women still view Africans 
the same as they always have, even with her example of 
congeniality and diligence. It would appear that the 
revelation would bring some type of new clarity to Muriel 
about these women, but she does not include a reassessment 
of them. 
As clerical worker in the African working class 
in South Africa, Muriel is an especially exploited worker. 
But Muriel's life and her middle-class status outlook 
attest to the gradations within that working class. 
Muriel's education and marriage to an equally educated 
man lead her to believe that education is one key to 
betterment of the African masses. That is her counter¬ 
argument when the 
govern themselves 
domestic servitud 
white women charge that Africans cannot 
. Her education allows her to escape 
e, illegal employment, and other tenuous 
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occupations held by thousands of African women in the 
cities of South Africa. That is why so many of the cus¬ 
tomers consider her fortunate. But Muriel believes that 
a person would have to be "without reasoning powers" 
to think that "Metropolitan Radio was a wonderful place" 
(MM, p.140). Long before she actually leaves Metropo¬ 
litan she realizes that 
to go on working at Metropolitan Radio would be 
torture, every time I was forced to be ’loyal to 
the firm' I would get those cramps deep down in my 
entrails. Every time I asked for a customer's pass 
book, I would feel like a policeman, who, in this 
country, is the symbol of oppression. I would con¬ 
tinue to feel like a traitor, part of a conspiracy, 
a machinery deliberately designed to crush the soul 
of a people (MM, p.140). 
When she finally does resign and Apartheid bureaucracy 
prevents an Italian garage owner from hiring her as clerk¬ 
secretary, Muriel resolves that she has "no regrets" 
because her "conscience would be clear." 
At the conclusion of the narrative, Muriel appears 
to move away from her generally passive stance. For 
this reason, it might be said that her social consciousness 
is broadening. She is already aware of the plight of 
her people and their circumstance, but her fear of white 
omnipotence limits her vision and reenforces her own 
lack of courage and what she calls her "inertia." Resign¬ 
ing from a position which requires her to ask for passbooks 
is not a radical move; but for a woman like Muriel, it 
. This time she does not seek her husband's is decisive 
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opinion, and she quits even though she does not have 
another job. Earlier she would not venture to speak 
on Daisy's behalf from fear of losing her position. 
Muriel at Metropolitan was "inspired” by Miriam 
Tlali's own work experiences in Johannesburg and perhaps 
has semi-autobiographical content.24 Moreover, Tlali 
shows through Muriel's employment as the first African 
woman in the office of the prosperous furniture and appli¬ 
ance company that "despite the proclaimed policy of sepa¬ 
rate development, the African is everywhere: in the fields, 
in the factories, in the mines, in the shops, and in 
the offices."^5 As in other novels, however, education 
does aid the protagonist in securing employment open 
only to a select group. In this case, because of the 
inequity of Apartheid, Muriel's position requires that 
she have more education than her white co-workers. And 
while she is overworked and given little real respect, 
the facilities in which she works and the semblance of 
equal treatment by whites make her position enviable 
to other African women with less skill and formal educa¬ 
tion. 
^^"Miriam Tlali was born in Johannesburg. Her experi¬ 
ences working there inspired this, her first, novel," 
from back cover of Muriel at Metropolitan. 
25Magubane, p. 2 
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While the protagonist of Ama Ata Aidoo's Our Sister 
Killjoy or Reflections of a Black-Eyed Squint has a much 
less restricted existence than Muriel, her formal education 
brings her unusual opportunities also. The novel's nar¬ 
rative technique is different from all the novels studied 
in this discussion of fictional African women and social 
change. Aidoo's interspersing of poetry, interior mono¬ 
logue, and straight narrative creates an interesting 
stylistic effect, most often associated with the modern 
"anti-novel," while the outright political focus of much 
of the work adds an unabashed didacticism none of the 
other African women writers of this study has attempted. 
As Chimalum Nwanko aptly states: 
Aidoo's concerns are not treated in isolation 
from Africa's political instability, the new 
master complex of the so-called elite, the ata¬ 
vistic problems of the rural African at the cross¬ 
roads of history, the fury and impotence of the 
radical African, the tempting satan of lesbianism 
which waxes strong in the female consciousness of 
Western cultures. . . . Such problems are all 
neatly slotted into a cultural matrix often evolved 
successfully by the writer's rich personal experi¬ 
ence.2* 
All these "concerns" are addressed in Our Sister Killjoy, 
making the novel a veritable potpourri of social criticism. 
^Chimalum Nwanko, "The Feminist Impulse and Social 
Realism in Ama Ata Aidoo's No Sweetness Here and Our 
Sister Killjoy paper presented at the African Literature 
Association Conference, Urbana, Illinois, 6-10 April 
1983, p. 2. 
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Sissie, the protagonist, is a Ghanaian college 
student who has been chosen to go to Europe as part of 
an international student work force, Sissie exhibits 
a profound political sophistication, while retaining 
a naivete on the personal level which one critic labels 
an "astonishing stupidity that smirks of bad faith,"27 
This naivete is exhibited through her close personal 
relationship with a Bavarian housewife; the relationship 
becomes a deeply dependent one for the housewife, while 
at the same time, Sissie, who encourages and enjoys the 
companionship, does not appear to see the full implications 
of their closeness. Despite the naivete, Sissie's self- 
conscious assessment of her social environment at home 
and in Europe displays an acute cognizance of her status 
as future member of the African petite bourgeoisie. 
Her critical view of that class and the Western educa¬ 
tion which documents the entrance into that class permits 
a full view of her social consciousness and its develop¬ 
ment . 
As Femi Ojo-Ade points out, Sissie's words "'from 
knowledge gained since' ... constitute a refrain in 
the novel."28 The refrain indicates that Sissie's social 
^Femi Ojo-Ade, "Female Writers, Male Critics" in 
African Literature Today no. 13, ed. Eldred Jones (New 
York: Africans Pub., 1983), p. 167. 
^8lbid. , pp. 166-67 
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consciousness broadens with her successive life experi¬ 
ences, giving her a better understanding of the events 
that took place in Europe. Clearly, the self-cognizance 
of her own broadened perspective ties in with wider issues 
addressed in the novel. 
One issue which recurs in the novel is the destruc¬ 
tive potential of Western education. In other works, 
such as Emecheta's The Bride Price this viewpoint is 
less forthrightly stated and criticised. In Aidoo's 
novel, Western education amounts to "cultural imperialism." 
This directly contrasts with the view of Western education 
as "intellectual liberation", the perspective given in 
Mariama Bâ's So Long a Letter and Bessie Head's Maru. 
As an aspiring member of the African middle class, Sissie 
is intensely aware of the assimilation and emulation 
patterns of that class. She astutely caricatures this 
class by satirizing its emulation of western eating habits 
and its preference for "dead" food, canned food. 
Brother, 
The internal logic is super-cool: 
The only way to end up a cultural 
Vulture 
Is to feed on carrion all the way. 
You cannot achieve the 
Moribund objectives of a 
Dangerous education by using 
Living forces. 
Therefore, since 
'Ghosts know their numbers,' 
Dr. Intellectual Stillborn 
- with perfect reason - 
Can break his neck to recruit 
Academic corpses from Europe. 
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Wraith-like with age or 
Just plain common.*9 
Labelling these graduates of Western education, "cultural 
vultures," she includes a condemnation the vacuous dis¬ 
seminators of that education also. This view ties in 
naturally with Sissie’s (and Aidoo's) nationalist outlook. 
Sissie is perhaps the first consciously anti-imperial¬ 
ist woman character created by an African woman writer. 
Her anti-imperialist stance complements her nationalism, 
which, unlike the nationalist stance of Ogot's characters, 
is highly critical of the African rulers she views as 
puppets of the Western industrial states. Sissie's feel¬ 
ings for her own Ghana and its relationship to the West 
relay this view: 
Ghana? 
Just a 
Tiny piece of beautiful territory in 
Africa - had 
Greatness thrust upon her 
Once. 
But she had eyes that saw not - 
That was a long time ago . . . 
Now she picks tiny bits of 
Undigested food from the 
Offal of the industrial world . . . 
0 Ghana (OSK, p.53). 
Sissie sees Ghana, like most of Africa, as a dumping 
ground for useless, mediocre, or substandard products 
of the West, whether mediocre humans or consumer goods. 
^Ama Ata Aidoo, Our Sister Killjoy or Reflections 
from a Black-Eyed Squint (New York: Nok, 1979), p. 39. 
All further quotations will be cited as OSK with page 
numbers. 
In fact, during her first venture onto European ground 
she makes that comparative assessment in the Frankfort 
airport, marveling at the abundant shops filled with 
commercial goods: 
As Sissie moved among what was around, saw 
their shine and their glitter, she told herself that 
this must be where those 'Consumer Goods' trickled 
from. To delight so much the hearts of the folks 
at home. Except that here, there were not only a 
million times more, but also a thousand times better 
(OSK. p. 12). 
Even at this early stage of her journey, she has already 
delineated the nature, or what she considers to be the 
nature of the relationship between Africa and the West. 
What remains unclear throughout the work, however, is 
the origin of Sissie's ideological and political perspec¬ 
tive; Aidoo leaves out the formative influences on Sissie 
view but perhaps her education and extensive European 
travel may be the keys to her views. 
Flowing more or less logically from her political 
perspective are Sissie's feminist views. As a college 
student, she observes a great amount of personal freedom 
and independence as witnessed by the trip that she and 
two friends take to Quagadougou, Upper Volta during a 
holiday break. The extreme deterioration of the one 
narrow road which "the president himself uses. . . every¬ 
day" leads to further condemnation of the corruption 
and insensitivity of the neocolonial rulers: 
A sickening familiar tale. 




Richer countries on this continent 
Where 
Graver national problems 
Stay 
Unseen while 
Big men live their 
Big lives 
Within . , . 
Yet, Sissie does get to see Upper Volta just as she does 
Bavaria, "France, Belgium, The Netherlands, One day 
in Salzburg, six in the two Berlins" (OSK. p.59). She 
is a college student during the period "when it was fashion¬ 
able in Europe to be an African. And it paid to be an 
African student. And if you were an African student 
with the wanderlust, you travelled" (OSK. p. 59). Various 
international organizations and some European governments 
sponsored the students' travels. 
Ironically, Sissie's ideological perspective, social 
independence, college education and world travels make 
her much freer, independent, and "liberated" than the 
Bavarian housewife, Marija, whom she befriends. In the 
development of the relationship between Sissie and Marija, 
Aidoo displays an astute understanding of the psychological 
pressures that women in the industrial societies face. 
Sissie's knowledge and independence force Marija to see 
that her roles as mother and housewife are actually intel¬ 
lectually restrictive . While Sissie talks of her travels, 
Marija become "red" with tears. 
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She [Marija] was saying that since she had met 
Sissie, she had been wishing she was better 
educated to go places . . . Not just like any 
tourist. Sissie said she was sorry. Not wanting 
pity, Marija smiled, saying it was good to have 
little Adolf who would go to university, travel 
and come back to tell her all about his journeys 
(OSK. p. 60). 
While feeling an acute personal remorse because she will 
never be able to have the freedom and independence herself, 
Marija, like so many other mothers [Nnu Ego for example], 
hopes to have the experiences vicariously through her 
son. 
Marija is more or less trapped into her small town 
existence and her working class housewife role. In order 
to pay for the quaint little cottage that she and her 
husband live in, Big Adolf works overtime at the factory 
constantly. (Although the couple spend part of their 
evenings together the entire time Sissie is in Bavaria, 
she never meets Big Adolf.) Consequently, Marija spends 
most of her time with her baby when she is not with 
Sissie. 
From the relationship with Marija, Sissie learns 
the nuances of life and wifehood in Bavaria; she also 
observes and helps to encourage the development of Marija's 
affection for her. She finds Marija's friendliness and 
warmth toward her surprising: 
Marija was warm. 
Too warm for 
Bavaria, Germany 
From knowledge gained since (OSK, p. 27). 
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Marija's affection develops into love, which Sissie rejects 
without rejecting Marija. Although she always keeps 
her physical distance from Marija, Sissie likes her and 
feels pity for her because she is trapped by her woman’s 
life and roles. 
Critic Femi Ojo-Ade castigates Sissie for not detect¬ 
ing the type of affection Marija displays and for not 
expecting Marija's sexual advance. "Sissie is an adult, 
capable of reasoning; yet she lacks the clearsighted¬ 
ness necessary to see through the sham love of a les¬ 
bian,"^® This opinion is unfair to both women and an 
incorrect assessment of the situation. All along Sissie 
has wanted Marija's company as much as Marija has sought 
hers. And Ojo-Ade himself points out that, "as for Sissie, 
descriptions of LOVE abound during the period of her 
affair with Marija."^1 When Sissie imagines "what a 
delicious love affair she and Marija would have had if 
one of them had been a man" (OSK, p.61), she is admit¬ 
ting her own attraction to Marija. Therefore, Marija's 
love for Sissie is probably no more of a "sham" than 
Sissie's. In fact, Sissie's commitment to visiting with 
Marija every evening until late, their pushing the hours 
back to avoid the suspicious eyes of the townspeople, 
300jo-Ade, "Female Writers, Male Critics," p. 167. 
^llbid. , p. 168. 
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and the abundant gifts of fruits including the ripe, 
juicy plums Sissie accepts from Marija are all confir¬ 
mation of their mutual affection. 
Yet Sissie's affection does not include the possi¬ 
bility of sexually consumating a love affair with another 
woman; that is where her African world view and Marija's 
European world view create a chasm. Marija is an alien¬ 
ated, lonely European housewife with few outlets for 
personal expression. Part of Marija's problem is that 
her life is so restricted by the choices offered her 
as a woman in her small, Bavarian town. It seems that 
by bonding with an independent, travelled, and intellectual 
woman, Marija provides her own escape from her alienated 
and limited existence. 
Sissie's world view developed from her life in 
Ghana, and even though she has formal education which 
tends to alienate its recipients, she still views herself 
as part of a collective African community. While influ¬ 
enced by her serai-radical politics, Sissie's perspective 
has as its base a love for the African peoples and their 
struggle for a better life. This is why she hates the 
petite bourgeois government officials who live luxuri¬ 
ously at the expense of their impoverished people and 
condemns the Third World professionals who chose to set 
up lucrative practices in Western states rather than 
return to their homes where their skills are needed more, 
but financial benefits are less. Overall, Sissie is 
concerned about the survival and growth of the African 
people collectively. At some point, her estranged boy¬ 
friend accuses her of "Forever carrying Africa's problems 
on her shoulders as though they have paid her to do it" 
(OSK, p. 118). With all of this fervent concern, there 
is no room for lesbian love; it remains something "cold," 
something associated with Europe. "When Sissie looks 
beyond the individual named Marija (which she does in 
the long run) what she sees is a sick, white Europe for 
which the African feels pity."32 Sissie's experiences 
with Marija actually aid her developing social conscious¬ 
ness. She observes Marija's position as woman in her 
society and finds that Marija shares the mindset and 
ideas fostered by male-dominant institutions that women 
the world over endure. Advised not to have more children 
Marija tells Sissie she is glad that her child was a 
boy. The comment allows fuller disclosure of Sissie's 
feminist perspective: 
Any good woman 
In her senses 
With her choices 





320jo-Ade, "Female Writers," p. 167 
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For 
Here under the sun, 




Never will be a 
Child's game 
From knowledge gained since - 
So why wish a curse on your child 
Desiring her to be female 
? 
Besides, my sister, 
The ranks of the wretched are full, 
Are full (OSK, p. 51). 
Unlike the other women characters such as Emecheta's 
Nnu Ego and Aku-nna, who question the fate of women in 
their individual society, Sissie comes to understand 
that sexism is a global phenomenon which all women face 
in varying degrees. 
The fourth section of Our Sister Killjoy entitled 
"A Love Letter” is addressed to "My Precious Something," 
Sissie's real or imagined estranged lover, whom she leaves 
in England. The section further explicates her feminist 
views by way of her reaction to a discussion with a group 
of African male students she meets through her man. 
She points out the idealizing but paradoxically demeaning 
view of African womanhood which the young African men 
possess. They find Sissie's militant outspokenness and 
argumentativeness unbefitting an African woman and accuse 
her of being "westernized," an accusation Sissie soundly 
and vociferously refutes. 
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Although she attends college in an urban area and 
she travels extensively, Sissie's parents still reside 
in a rural village. She grew up there, learning all the 
customs and social conventions prescribed for African 
women of her village. Therefore, she finds it hypocritical 
that African men, in Europe, are presumptuous enough 
to try dictating to her what the attributes and mannerisms 
of the African female are supposed to be. She writes: 
No, My Darling: it seems as if so much of the 
softness and meekness you and all the brothers expect 
of me and all the sisters is that which is really 
western. Some kind of hashedup Victorian notions, 
hm? Allah, me and my big mouth!! 
See, at home the woman knew her position and 
all that. Of course, this has been true of the woman 
every where most of the time. But wasn't her position 
among our people a little more complicated than that 
of the dolls the colonisers brought along with them 
who fainted at the sight of their own bleeding fingers 
and carried smelling salts around, all the time, 
to meet such emergencies as bleeding fingers? (OSK, 
p. 117). 
Sissie tries to make her friend realize the false percep¬ 
tion which he and his friends have of African women. 
From their male chauvinist viewpoint, the influence of 
the West on their own perceptions actually escapes them. 
bute 
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to the breakup of he r r elationsh 
ent in England. Sh e att ributes i 
Now it is q uite c lea r even to 
poli tica 1 quarr els wi th a man or 
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are not any of the mo re recognise 
him. In f act, any f o rm of argume 
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being born naive, 
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eh? Or for not catching the survival lines in a 
terribly confused social stream (OSK, p. 118). 
The "social stream" includes the proper behavior for 
women who want to keep their men. Friends advise Sissie 
that she should have gone to her man’s house and "'told 
him you are sorry, never mind what for. Cream up to 
him ... If you love your man, take him, by any means 
necessary'" (OSK, p. 119). However, since "her man" 
is one of those African students who chooses to remain 
in Europe year after year earning degree after degree, 
Sissie remains true to her own political principles and 
suffers her heartbreak alone. She does not even send 
the letter which she has written on her way back to Ghana. 
Aidoo presents several attributes uncommon in a 
female protagonist. The most striking is the broadened 
social consciousness which Sissie displays. Whereas 
Muriel, a South African, ponders whether the transplanting 
of a coloured's heart into a white South African makes 
the man nonwhite, Sissie questions the moral and social 
implications of the racist South African doctor using 
African people's hearts: "the Christian Doctor has himself 
said that in his glorious country, niggerhearts are so 
easy to come by . . ." (OSK, p. 100). Clearly, Sissie's 
social consciousness demands that all events that involve 
African people be assessed in their broader social context, 
From that broader social context Marija is not 
judged as only a white woman and lesbian, she is also 
viewed as a victim of capitalism and sexism. The results 
of her victimization are alienation, loneliness and sexual 
escapism. The petite bourgeoisie becomes a group of 
"cultural vultures" from Sissie's perspective— they 
prey on the hollow ritual and egocentric mentality of 
the West. Even Sissie's lovelife comes under the same 
scrutiny. Since her lover chooses to side with male 
chauvinist obstinance and to soldify his class affiliation 
with the right wing of the African middle class, Sissie 
leaves him behind. He chooses the wrong side of the 
ideological battle which she wages at every turn. 
With Sissie, as with the other protagonists who 
are urban, educated women, the formal education she re¬ 
ceives facilitates social mobility. Sissie has the oppor¬ 
tunity to visit much of Europe because she is a college 
student. She formulates her opinions and perspective 
from the wider knowledge she gains as she travels and 
as she analyses what she sees about her. Her formal 
education and life in the city afford her a kind of inde¬ 
pendence the rural village could not provide. Like Ije 
and Mrs. Karungaru, Sissie will be part of the African 
petite bourgeoisie. "For, instead of trying to deny, 
to run away and hide under the cloak of revolution, she 
accepts her position as one of that conniving, compro- 
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mising class constituting Africa's shame."^3 Yet, she 
will occupy the segment of that class which is highly 
self-critical and deeply concerned about changing the 
social and economic dependency of Africa upon the Western 
states. "For her, it is not a question of us [middle-class 
intellectuals with radical social consciousness like 
Sissie and literary critics] against them [others within 
the class]; it is us against ourselves, and them, with 
the shameful knowledge that, to an alarmingly large extent, 
we have remained part of them."34 Viewing her own social 
milieu in this way, Sissie confronts the world with some¬ 
what different objectives than women such as Ije, Mrs. 
Karungaru or Anabell. 
It seems fitting to end this discussion of the 
urban, educated African woman character with the discussion 
of Ama Ata Aidoo's Sissie, since she has what might be 
called a "Pan-African" social consciousness. She is 
the youngest of the characters studied and has not ventured 
into the working world. Nevertheless, Sissie's charac¬ 
terization exhibits the most radical social consciousness 
and broadest perspective of the African women's position 
as women in Africa and the international community. 
33()jo-Ade, "Female Writers," p. 173. 
•^Ibid. 
As stated earlier, none of the protagonists is 
an "average" working class African woman; the charac¬ 
terizations are of women who escape the common lot.35 
These women are part of the African petite bourgeoisie, 
which is shown to be as yet a developing class. Even 
Muriel, whose life is complicated by the distorted class 
configurations under Apartheid, develops the mentality, 
has the education, and adheres to the outlook of a middle 
class woman. Lifestyle and employment choices for these 
women are governed by their view of themselves as urban, 
educated women who, for the most part, have considerable 
social mobility. Whether she has a moderate social con¬ 
sciousness like Muriel and Ije, or a heightened social 
consciousness as Sissie, the common denominator among 
them appears to be an education which gives choices that 
less educated women may be denied. 
Nationalism, racism, feminism and sexism become 
identifiable as social issues to be given space, to be 
addressed in the lives of women such as Mrs. Karungaru 
and Sissie. And even for Ije and Muriel, who consider 
male superiority an a priori assumption, some, though 
perhaps not all, of these issues must be addressed. 
^^Anabell, who is not a protagonist, but does have 
a central role in The Graduate, might be the exception 
since she is only a staff secretary. However, by the 
end of the novel, she has been promoted to private secre¬ 
tary, which elevates her status considerably. 
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Because they live in urban areas and have relatively 
wide knowledge of Western culture and ideas, these women 
characters demonstrate the increasing range of employ¬ 
ment and social consciousness African women writers have 
to draw upon in their fiction.^6 The characterizations 
also demonstrate that the women writers are sensitive 
to the issues of their times and display a varying range 
of social consciousness themselves which in turn governs 
their handling of social issues in their fiction. Overall, 
the presentation of the urban, formally educated woman 
in fiction represents an obvious and dynamic result of 
social transition in Sub-Saharan African society and 
reflects some of the conflicts that urban African women 
f ace. 
36N ovels by Emecheta not included in this study include 
a protagonist who is a librarian in England, Second Class 
Citizen and a major female character who is a writer 
and college professor, Double Yoke. 
CHAPTER IV 
AFRICAN WOMEN WRITERS: THEIR SOCIAL 
AND POLITICAL PERSPECTIVES 
Sissie's refrain in Our Sister Killjoy, "from know¬ 
ledge gained since," indicates her personal growth in 
social and political perspective. At the conclusion 
of these novels by nine African women writers, "from 
knowledge gained since" appropriately captures the pers¬ 
pective of most of the women characters. This is because 
the writers cast their characters in climates of social 
transition which mandate that the women characters progress 
(even minimally) in some aspect of personal development. 
The character may grow in her understanding of herself 
and her relationship to her family, community or society 
as with Idu and Aku-nna; or her personal growth may be 
more introspective as with Ramatoulaye, Margaret and 
Sissie. Growth in understanding or social perspective 
does not insure the character's success, however. Even 
though Selina grows in knowledge of her own position 
as victim in society after she marries, her personal 
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corruption increases her vulnerability and leads to her 
mental breakdown. What becomes certain from these lucid 
fictional portraits of African women is that the women 
characters achieve personal growth in the process of 
reaction to change; they alter, conform or reshape various 
aspects of their existence in changing societies. 
Through their novels the women writers have each 
given a mirror of women’s lives in their societies. 
And as if anticipating such statements as "the dictum 
that art is a simulacrum of life ought to be taken seri¬ 
ously, with its implications effectively realized, 
the women writers have given what they consider to be 
realistic and truthful representations. The writers' 
representation of life in her works is derived, in part, 
by her response to her own social reality; thus, the 
women characters react within the ranges of responses 
permitted by the writer's observation and experience 
within the society. Moreover, the writer's own social 
vision, her social and political perspectives, have a 
direct bearing upon what she presents in her fictional 
world and how she presents it. The limitations of the 
works have only been those accorded by the degree of 
individual artistic skill and those imposed by writers' 
^Chinweizu, Onwuchekwa Jemie, Ihechukwu Madubuike, 
Toward the Decolonization of African Literautre (Washing¬ 
ton, D.C.; Howard University Press, 1983), p. 240. 
personal social and political perspectives.2 The works 
demonstrate that all areas of the characters' existence 
are affected by social transition. But what changes 
or alternatives brought to the women characters by social 
transition serve as constructive avenues in their lives 
and which are clearly presented as destructive? This 
chapter seeks to answer these questions. 
In the novel(s) of each each writer studied, the 
author's purview of the effect which social transition 
has on the lives of their characters reveals some aspects 
of the writer's own social and political perspective. 
This might be an implicit revelation, such as Bâ and 
Okoye's staunch middle class outlook. Or it may be expli 
citly stated, as are Aidoo's anti-imperialist statements. 
Using the earlier discussions and conclusions and drawing 
from the author's own appraisal of her female characters 
(as implied in her presentation), an assessment of these 
two aspects of the writer's worldview, the social and 
political perspective can be made. The assessment will 
^However, it must be noted that a writer such as 
Miriam Tladi who writes and publishes in South Africa 
must contend with belligerent censorship. Therefore, 
in addition to the constraints noted above, her novel 
is governed by the limitations imposed by censorship, 
making it "a complaint within the range of permissible 
complaint." David Dorsey, "On Miriam Tladi - Muriel at 
Metropolitan" talk delivered at Atlanta University, June 
1985. 
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necessarily reveal what the writer views as constructive 
and destructive change for their women characters. 
Before examining the individual authors, it seems 
appropriate to state one general conclusion that is evident 
from the study, that conclusion being the writers' view 
of formal Western education. It has been demonstrated 
that the attainment of formal education has great influence 
upon the worldview (values, social and political perspec¬ 
tive) of the women characters. But what has not been 
stated is that without exception the novelists sanction 
formal Western education as an instrument for personal 
growth and betterment. Whether only men children received 
formal Western education as in The Promised Land and 
The Joys of Motherhood or it resulted in the student's 
alienation from her culture as in The The Bride Price, 
it remains the most advantageous and approved choice 
according to the authors. 
Ama Ata Aidoo states that her father saw formal 
Western education as a mechanism for allowing women more 
useful lives: 
By the time I was born, my father had come to 
consider formal Western education the answer to the 
limitations of the untrained mind and to the definite 
waste that was the sum of female lives.3 
^Ama Ata Aidoo, "Sisterhood is Global," Essence, 
March 1985, p. 13. 
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Like Aidoo's father, the women writers view formal Western 
education as a possible liberating force. Consequently, 
all of the formally educated women characters acquire 
employment in some profession which is directly tied 
to the formal sector of their societies. What Mariama 
Bâ said of herself, "I was the first one to do things 
differently,"^ may also be said of many of the female 
protagonists created by African women writers. 
As stated in the introduction to this study, these 
writers themselves are college educated women who live 
in urban areas (Bessie Head being the only exception). 
Their own experiences and rewards gained from formal 
Western education influence their works because the char¬ 
acters that the novelists create are the vision of the 
novelists as they respond to their own social situation. 
The frequent use of autobiographical elements attests 
to the close relationship between the writers' fiction 
and their real life experiences, e.g. in Head's A Question 
of Power, Emecheta's In the Ditch and Second Class Citizen. 
Bâ's So Long a Letter, and Tlali's Muriel at Metropolitan. 
On the relationship of her fiction to real life 
and people Grace Ogot states: 
Many of the stories I have told are based on day-to 
^"About Mariama Bâ," African Book Publishing Record 
6 (February 1980): 200. 
day life. Sometimes they are about the people I grew 
up with or went to school with; sometimes they are 
a family next door, a family I know quite well.5 
In fact, according to Ogot, her novel The Promised Land 
has the subtitle "a true fantasy" because her people 
believe that the events of the story actually took place 
long ago.^ 
Ogot's comments are useful as introduction to a 
discussion of her social and political perspective since 
by large her fiction does record day-to-day experiences 
of rural and urban Kenyan women. One salient criticism 
of her work stems not from her choice of realistic or 
commonplace experience, but rather her "sentimental roman 
ticism within a panoramic ethnographic perspective."7 
Even with the diversity of settings, subjects and time 
periods of the two works by Ogot presented in this study, 
The Promised Land and The Graduate are afflicted by that 
"romanticism" and demonstrate only minimal broadening 
of the author’s critical perspective within the novels. 
Whereas The Promised Land gives little attention 
to the social issues brought about by societal change, 
^Bernth Linfors, "Interview with Grace Ogot," in 
Mazungumzo; Interviews with East African Writers (Athens, 
Ohio: University Center for International Studies, 1980) 
p. 127. 
^Ibid. p. 126. 
7Marion K ilson, "Women and African Literature," 
Journal of African Studies 4 (Summer 1977): 167. 
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The Graduate does address African nationalism and women's 
equality. Yet as an issue, The Graduate's Mrs. Karungaru's 
advocacy of women's equality is only tangential to the 
plot of the story and is quite deliberately put into 
the novel to add to her admirable qualities. The length 
of The Graduate (71 pages) restricts full development 
of the female characters, Mrs. Karungaru and Anabell. 
But Ogot does make an attempt to explain Mrs. Karungaru's 
sensitivity to her family and gives some insight into 
both women's nationalist sentiments. Therefore, the 
problems which Mrs. Karungaru faces by being a woman 
and a government official are at least announced, although 
her actual resolutions cannot fit the time span of the 
novelette. The Graduate provides better focus on female 
characters than some of Ogot's other works in which "female 
characters appear, but no attempt is made to analyse 
their psychology, no interest given to their world and 
vision."® 
As a rural, traditionally educated Luo woman, Nyapol, 
of The Promised Land, adheres to the values and worldview 
acquired in her community; her perspective changes little 
during the course of the novel. Except for the few defiant 
remarks that she makes early in her marriage, she remains 
®Mayrse Condé "Three African Womem Writers in Modern 
Africa: Flora Nwapa, Ama Ata Aidoo and Grace Ogot" Presence 
Africaine 82 (1982): 141. 
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completely within the conventional mode of behavior for 
women within her society. Neither Nyapol's submissiveness 
nor her conventionality is problematic; her character 
is a credible one. Nonetheless, a problem rests with 
the novel's bareboned characterization and lack of com¬ 
mentary on Nyapol's existence. While the novel faithfully 
records various facets of Nyapol's experiences as wife 
and mother, it does not develop her psychological makeup 
and understanding of her world. By creating such a super¬ 
ficial view into Nyapol's mentality, the author's narrative 
distance from the character weakens the overall effect 
of the story, and the woman's perspective within the 
novel appears incomplete. 
Critics Lloyd Brown and Maryse Condè attribute 
these major weaknesses in Ogot's fiction to her social 
perspective. Brown belives that 
Ogot ... deserves credit for not imposing some 
transcendentally liberated or independent image on 
Nyapol. At the same time, one senses a certain kind 
of irresolution in the narrative itself— as if the 
novelist herself is caught between two conflicting 
responses to Nyapol's traditional world. She recog¬ 
nizes the limiting effects on the woman while empha¬ 
sizing the spiritual and communal heritage of that 
traditionalism.^ 
Maryse Condè's commentary on the same "irresolution" 
which Brown detects is more vitriolic: 
^Lloyd Brown, Women Writers in Black Africa (West- 
port: Greenwood Press, 1981), p. 28. 
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It would be too easy to dismiss Grace Ogot and say 
she has no talent. On the contrary, Grace Ogot lacks 
neither style nor imagination. But her talents are 
totally wasted. She is so blinded by her respect 
for the European codes of behavior, so confused as 
to the place of her traditional beliefs, that her 
female characters possess neither coherence nor cre¬ 
dibility. Through badly digested Christianity and 
Western values, she sinks down to the level of cheap 
European literature for "midinettes” and other sub¬ 
products of the consumer society. ... In a word, 
Grace Ogot is a subproduct of the West and the solution 
of her problems will only be found when she comes 
to terms with them; when she no longer looks at the 
west as a child in awe of an adult, but as a critic 
and a judge. 
Although Condè believes that Ogot's Christianity is a 
major stumbling block to her writing clarity, she, like 
Brown, observes the narrative indecisiveness which indi¬ 
cates confusion or indecisiveness of Ogot's social perspec¬ 
tive. Comparing Ogot to Flora Nwapa and Ama Ata Aidoo, 
Condè observes: 
The first thing one must say concerning Grace Ogot 
is that she is a Christian. This does not mean that 
Flora Nwapa and Ama Ata Aidoo are not (they certainly 
are) but the ideals and code of values of this religion 
do not constantly appear in their writings.^ 
The women characters of the short stories in Land Without 
Thunder are the main reference for Condè's remarks, yet 
the remarks are just as applicable to The Promised Land. 
And while both works were published during the sixties, 
similar characterizations of women can be found in her 
collection of stories Island of Tears which appeared 
iOMa ryse Condè, p. 143 
ÜCondè, p. 139. 
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collection of stories Island of Tears which appeared 
in 1980.12 
The important inclusion of Christian ideals becomes 
evident in The Graduate also, the work which has Ogot's 
most "liberated" women characters. Ogot characterizes 
Mrs. Karungaru as a devout Christian whose "home library" 
contains "numerous bibles" (TG ,p. 5). When neither 
she nor any Kenyan woman is elected to a post during 
the first general elections, reading biblical chapters 
provides Mrs. Karungaru with her "only strength" (TG, 
p. 12). Mrs. Karungaru's religious devotion is only 
tangential to the plot of the story, nevertheless, Ogot 
gives it considerable weight. This is because Ogot views 
Christian devotion as an extremely admirable quality. 
From her own social perspective, not only are Christian 
values desirable for a successful life, they are abso¬ 
lutely necessary. 
^Grace Ogot, The Island of Tears (Nairobi: Uzima 
Press, 1980). One story in particular confirms Condè's 
assessment of the great influence of Christian belief 
and behavior codes on Ogot's fiction. In the story "The 
Wayward Father," a neglected wife refuses to leave her 
philandering husband even after he impregnates and se¬ 
cretly marries a college student, younger than his own 
undergraduate daughter, who is humiliated by the discovery. 
At the conclusion of the story, the husband decides to 
abandon the younger woman. Asking his wife's forgiveness, 
he alludes to the biblical parable of the prodigal son. 
The wife then begins to forgive him. As the book's back 
cover declares: "Christianity has the best tenets which 
help toward the cohesion of the family: it blends well 
with African tradition to bring new hope for the new 
Kenyan." 
The optimism in Ogot's presentation of Kenyan nation 
alism in The Graduate is characteristic of the political 
perspective throughout her works. Appearing as it does 
almost twenty years after independence, the book as a 
whole is also commentary on the author's political out¬ 
look. Ogot writes as if the history and political strug¬ 
gles of years following independence were nonexistent, 
and she makes clear her own approval and acceptance of 
the current configuration of relationships within her 
society. The necessity of a ruling class and its conspic¬ 
uous material gains (Mrs. Karungaru's house and Mercedes) 
are part of this general acceptance. Like the character 
she creates, Ogot finds no fault with the Western-modeled 
structures of Kenyan political hierarchy. Only Ogot's 
views on women's equality deviate from this pattern of 
acceptance and it, too, is tempered by her elitist class 
perspective. 
Audrey Wipper lists Grace Ogot among the leaders 
of a "militant women's equal rights movement" which devel¬ 
oped during the early years of independence." Wippers 
says of these of women: 
The movement's major leaders are urban women, who 
form a small, interlocking group, many of whom have 
attended the same schools, known each other for years, 
and are related through birth or marriage to the 
political and professional elite. . . .*3 
^Audrey Wipper, "Equal Rights for Women of Kenya? 
Journal of Modern African Studies 9 (1971):429. 
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Describing the training of these women, many of whom 
went abroad to study social work, teaching and nursing 
(Ogot's profession), Wipper might be giving a description 
of Mrs. Karungaru as well: 
Their education has involved a strong element 
of Christian ethics, citizenship training and character 
building. The qualities of self-respect and self- 
reliance were stressed, as they were introduced to 
the rudiments of Western-style organization, the 
norms of punctuality and efficiency, and the social 
skills required. 
The organization of these women is the well known Kenyan 
women's association " Maendeleo ya Wanawake" ("progress 
for women"). Wipper praises the organization for its 
early dedication to self-help activities for women and 
for the members "who continually campaigned for women's 
rights and prodded government for more financial sup¬ 
port."^ On the other hand, she agrees that "Maendeleo" 
became "too elitist, operating as an adjunct to the male- 
dominated political and economic structures."^ She 
attributes this to a change in leadership during the 
1970's which lead to the urban, elite Kenyan women being 
more concerned about elite society festivities rather 
than the impoverished members of their rural clubs. 
^Wipper, p. 439-40. 
^Audrey Wipper, "Women’s Voluntary Association," 
in African Women: South of the Sahara (New York: Longman, 
1984), pp. 78-9. 
l^Fibi Munene, "Women in Africa: A Kenyan Perspective, 
Africa Report (January-February 1977):19. 
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"They had too much self-interest involved to query, let 
alone oppose, government practices."^ 
It cannot be documented from Wipper's articles 
that Ogot was among the leadership of "Maendeleo" during 
its transition to a less practical forum for women's 
concerns. However, in keeping with her observations about 
that leadership, none of Ogot's works set in modern Kenya 
puts forth criticism of the Kenyan government. As a 
member of the elite, Ogot chooses not to condemn her 
own class. Instead, with characters like Mrs. Karungaru 
and Anabell she demonstrates the advantages - social 
mobility, financial and material gain- which formal edu¬ 
cation affords. Post independence disillusionment or 
disappointment in elected officials is outside of her 
realm of concerns; she continues to encourage the nation¬ 
alism associated with the struggle for "Uhuru" and to 
write for and about "the new Kenyan." While this could 
be labelled admirable optimism, The Graduate actually 
appears anachronistic with its focus on the immediate 
postindependence period and its naive nationalist rhetoric. 
Having a focus of a previous time period does not merely 
render the work anachronistic; Ogot's simplistic and 
pro-government stance creates an excessively sentimental 
and perhaps deceptive portrait of the period. These 
^Wipper, "Voluntary Assoc.," p. 78 
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faults result directly from the political perspective 
of the author who in her art consistently aligns herself 
with ruling class and thereby becomes one of its spokes¬ 
persons through her literature. 
Whereas there is a great difference in presentation 
of women characters in the two novels by Grace Ogot and 
Ripples in the Pool by Rebeka Njau, both women are Kenyans 
and both are concerned about the plight of women in their 
societies. Njau's vision is a much more pessimistic 
one. Although she too shares the Western education and 
its gains, her novel offers no security or hope from 
the attainment of formal Western education; it offers 
even less hope for a female in post-indepedence Kenya. 
Njau's women characters are summarily defeated, with 
only one of them even allowed the possibility of having 
a child. 
In a paper which contrasts the images of women 
in novels by Njau and Ngugi, one critic concludes that 
Rebeka Njau's women characters in Ripples in the Pool 
are stereotypes of "bitches witches, fools."18 Abioseh 
Porter states that it is not a lack of sensitivity to 
"the traumas, the dilemmas of her female characters" 
which causes Njau to "present such a negative view of 
l^Abioseh Porter, "Ideology and the Image of Women: 
Kenyan Women in Novels by Njau and Ngugi," paper presented 
at African Literature Association Conference Claremont 
Colleges, California 8 April 1981, p. 13. 
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women." Noting that Njau, like Ngugi, is forthright 
in the "exposure and denunciation of the ’foreign rule 
policed by colonised blackskins' such as Kefa Munene," 
Porter believes that Njau's "ideology" leads to the consis¬ 
tent portraits of defeated women. A "genuine progres¬ 
sive ideology" (as found in works by Ngugi and Sembeme), 
would 
tacitly suggest that, rather than fight for 'feminine' 
liberation (which wrongly implies that all men are 
free), women, together with their male counterparts, 
should fight for the freedom of all. In conformity 
with genuine progressive ideology they [Ngugi and 
Serabene ] also suggest that kind of action would, 
no doubt, lead to the dismantling of the whole social 
structure which pits one sex or race against the 
other for the sole purpose of exploitation.19 
While the critic does not claim that Njau is one who 
believes in "feminine" liberation, Porter's observations 
offer fitting insight into the shortcomings of Njau's 
political perspective ("ideology"). 
Njau's characterization of Selina contains several 
ambiguities and inconsistencies which might be attributed 
to an unclear or indecisive political perspective. Selina 
is shown to be a victim of urbanization and male dominance: 
she struggles to survive and emerge from poverty by sup¬ 
porting herself from money gained through exploitative 
relationships with rich men. Her spleenless husband, 
Gikere, learns that he can exert physical force over 
19p0rter, p. 14. 
her, and therefore he brutally beats her on two occa¬ 
sions. But she is also shown to be a victimizer when 
she more or less traps Gaciru into a dependent lifestyle. 
(Gaciru wants Selina's support so that she can attend 
the same nursing school which Selina attended.) After 
Selina makes plans to leave Gikere and her unhappy exist¬ 
ence in the village (by deciding to work for the corrupt 
Kefa Munene), she senselessly murders Gikere's sister. 
All these situations and events prevent Njau's readers 
from diciphering whether or not they are to commiserate 
with or condemn a woman such as Selina. Clearly, Njau 
does not approve of Selina and her lifestyle, but her 
lack of sympathy in her characterization of Selina clouds 
her condemnation of the exploitation of young women by 
older, moneyed men which she obviously intends to demon¬ 
strate. 
Another woman character whose characterization 
entails a number of ambiguities is Selina's foil, Maria. 
Maria, a nurse at Kefa Munene's neglected veteran's hos¬ 
pital, has one wish in life—to become a mother. After 
being seduced by Munene, she does become pregnant, and 
subsequently steals away to a remote village in need 
of a midwife. There she can deliver and live with her 
child without fearing that the community which hates 
the corrupt Munene would harm her child. Maria's desire 
to have a child outweighs her loss of respect for Munene, 
and she is shown to be emotionally and physically drawn 
to the manipulative power of Munene. These weaknesses 
of character are not fully explained in the novel and 
present a contrast to Njau’s intended presentation of 
Maria as an admirable character. 
Njau tries to portray Maria as a woman who has 
confronted the results of social change, the disillusion¬ 
ment of life in independent Kenya, and the alienation 
within her own lonely existence, while remaining dedicated 
to the spirit of the Kenyan freedom fighters. However, 
Njau fails to develop Maria's character fully in the 
novel; she remains one of Njau's "colourless and hazy 
characters" lacking "depth of psychological penetration."2 
Nevertheless, the social and political complications 
which the introduction of Maria's and Kefa Munene's char¬ 
acters introduce into the novel indicate that Njau feels 
a need to address the social injustices of post-inde¬ 
pendence Kenya. The problem arises from the manner in 
which those injustices: the limited opportunity for the 
impoverished, the predatory government officials, the 
victimization of women in urban areas, and others are 
brought to light in the novel. How these problems might 
be addressed or resolved poses a real dilemma. 
20pOrter, p. 4 
187 
From Njau's social and political perspective as 
presented in Ripples in the Pool, there is little hope 
for resolutions to the social injustices created or mag¬ 
nified by societal transition that affect women's lives. 
The women are either destroyed completely or must be 
satisfied with alienated half-lives like Maria. This 
is because there is such irresolution in Njau's presen¬ 
tation of the plot and the characters. In the earlier 
discussion of Ripples in the Pool, it was pointed out 
that a major failure of the novel is the lack of develop¬ 
ment of the symbolism of the pond near the village in 
which all the central characters have kinship ties. 
This faulty structure results in an artistic weakness: 
The reader is never sure whether Njau is dealing 
with the mother-fixation theme, or whether she wants 
to call attention to the abandonment of traditional 
values or finally, whether she is just trying to 
make a comment on the general social malaise in the 
society. There are, definitely, elements of each 
of these themes in the text, but none of them is 
developed enough to form a thematic unit.^l* 
Porter credits the failures to the artist's lack of art¬ 
istic skill. However, part of that failure must also 
be credited to the artist's social and political vision, 
which provides little hope of collective action to change 
the problems she observes. 
In Njau's novel the deserving and the undeserving 
alike end in tragedy. Those who fought in the struggle 
^Porter, p. 4 
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for independence are now corrupt. Those who supported 
them are weak or greedy. Those who are trying to make 
a start in life are co-opted or stopped by the corrupted. 
Ambition is always for personal gain. Even Gikere, who 
wants to establish a clinic in his home village, loses 
sight of this goal as he becomes more corrupt himself. 
The pessimism of the political outlook presented in the 
text seems to confirm that there is no way to reaffirm 
the unity and spirit which existed during the days of 
the nationalist struggles for independence. They are 
abandonned like Kefa Munene's veteran's home and the 
clinic, Gikere's dream. 
Like Grace Ogot, Rebeka Njau demonstrates an ambival¬ 
ence toward the place of traditional values within the 
context of modern society. She clearly disaproves of 
Selina's lack of reverence for community values and her 
individualistic outlook, yet Njau does not give a portrait 
of a whole, fulfilled woman existing within the village 
community (or the city) to counterbalance Selina's. 
Whereas Maria's characterization may be sighted as Selina's 
foil, it will not suffice as an optimistic depiction 
of the incorporation of traditional values into the life 
of a modern Kenyan woman. Maria is alienated within 
her community and her desire for a child makes her so 
vulnerable that she is easy prey for the dishonorable 
Munene. It seems likely that Gaciru, Selina's sister- 
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in-law, would perhaps exhibit the balance of old and 
new values necessary or rather the constructive changes 
made in the transition. She is shown to be passive and 
even tempered, but overall Njau endows her with few distinc¬ 
tive personality traits. From these characterizations 
and that of the Gikere’s mother, the village woman who 
is never at peace with herself or anyone else, Njau fails 
to posit a picture of how her characters might construc¬ 
tively utilize traditional values within the context 
of their modern existence. 
Ironically, Flora Nwapa's characterization of Idu, 
a rural Igbo woman living under British colonialism, 
comes closer to giving such a portrait, Idu lives within 
a rural community still tied to much of its tradition. 
However Western ways and influences have infiltrated 
as a result of colonialism. The village women scorn 
adoption of these ways by younger women, but Idu displays 
this influence in her decision to have her child at a 
hospital and to educate her son in a mission school. 
If Nwapa's depiction of Ibo village life is a reliable 
one, then Idu's exceptional behavior and individualism 
is within the permissible bounds of the rural village. 
For even though the neighborhood gossips talk about Idu, 
it is usually not with scorn but rather with envy of 
her prosperity and happy marriage. 
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Idu's marriage to Adiewere exhibits a friendship 
and romantic attachment between marriage partners not 
usually cited in literature or studies which examine 
traditional African marriages. There are external and 
internal reasons that could account for the couple’s 
affinity. Whereas Nwapa implies that it is a natural 
development from the compatible personalities of Idu 
and Adiewere; it might be more historically sound to 
cite the influence of Christianity in the society with 
its introduction of the Western concept of love;^2 Rather, 
it could be the result of the work being written by a 
22ln her detailed study of Igbo women published in 
1939 Sylvia Leith-Ross, in her British and typically 
elitist manner writes about the concept of love and its 
relationship to marriage as perceived by the rural women 
of Nneato: 
"Mary [her translator] used the word, and . . .devined 
much of its meaning. I do not think other women 
have as yet any conception of what it stood for. 
To the girls, marriage, arranged by the parents, 
was the natural goal. It involved a change of status, 
a new importance; above all, it meant the possiblity 
of having children. So long as the man was not too 
old or too ugly, I doubt whether they considered 
the emotional relationship at all. Once married, 
they took their husbands for granted and married 
life seemed on the whole to be an easy-going affair 
of give and take. . . . But now her attitude may 
no longer be so satisfied. She is being taught that 
Christian marriage is based upon love, and though 
she does not know what love is, she immediately 
feels dissatisfied with pagan marriage. 
Contrary to Leith-Ross’s assumptions, in Nwapa’s novel, 
which is set in the forties, there appears a consensus 
among the women in the novel that a successful marriage 
is based upon love, even though traditional methods of 
wife selection prevail. 
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Western educated Christian. Regardless of its origin, 
the intimacy of Idu and Adiewere's partnership is the 
source of greatest happiness in Idu’s life. Thus, when 
her husband dies, she no longer wishes to live and actually 
wills her death. 
During her life, Idu had already resolved the pro¬ 
blems of accepting or rejecting change. Like Nwapa’s 
protagonist Efuru, Idu possesses a dichotomous worldview: 
"as far as the physical world is concerned she can accept 
Western techniques and progress, but as for the spiritual 
one, she does not get rid of her traditional habits and 
beliefs."23 
In the Igbo village of Nwapa's novel, women are 
shown to have considerable mobility and independence.24 
The problem of barrenness and the stigma attached to 
unconventionality are confronted affirmatively in the 
novel. Idu's life cannot be destroyed by either, because 
her character is strong and because so much of her security 
rests in her friendship with her husband. From this 
portrait of a successful, rural Igbo woman whose life 
ends tragically because of her love and partnership with 
her husband, Nwapa affirms two aspects of her own social 
23Conde, p. 136. 
^Emecheta's depiction of Igbo women in the rural 
village shows women’s lives being more directly affected 
by and restricted by male authoritarianism. 
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and political vision. While her views of the broader 
social order remain somewhat distanced from the plot 
of Idu, Nwapa's view of progress and monogamy undergird 
the development of the plot. 
Nwapa’s belief in the progressiveness of Western 
education and technology shapes part of Idu's character 
traits. It has already been noted that Idu has faith 
in Western technology. The author could have designed 
Idu's character just as well without the decision to 
go to the hospital and the plan to send the child to 
school; these are included to show clearly Idu's (and 
Nwapa's) definition of progress and the method of achieving 
continued prosperity in the changing society. Idu and 
Adiewere manage their trading very successfully, and 
in Efuru and Idu, prosperity also appears as a prerequisite 
to happiness. Obviously, Idu sees that formal Western 
education will be the instrument for achieving wealth 
and influence in the future. 
Secondly, Nwapa includes her own approval of mono¬ 
gamy. As Idu depicts a traditional village with limited 
outward signs of the penetration of Western ideas, it 
would be somewhat unrealistic for Nwapa to present a 
non-Christian protagonist as being vocally opposed to 
polygamy. Yet Idu and Adiwere's marriage is monogamous, 
something which the second wife soon discovers. Nwapa 
creates a completely devoted couple such as Idu and Adie- 
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were and also gives the example of the love between Ojiugo 
(Idu’s best friend) and her husband, Amarajeme. Ojiugo 
becomes the third wife of another man because Amarajeme 
is infertile, but her love for him (and his for her) 
continues. When he commits suicide, Ojuigo "dies" in 
spirit even though she has born the child she so much 
wanted. Like Idu, her happiness is tied to her relation¬ 
ship with her husband. Considered together, these two 
relationships make provocative and convincing statements 
about the depth of emotional attachment possible within 
monogamy, which Nwapa shows to be a desirable advantage, 
even though both women meet personal tragedy. The simi¬ 
larity of the relationships to Western monogamy makes 
the women vulnerable to the same pitfalls Western women 
face as a result of total romantic emotional dependency 
upon their spouses; their lives are purposeless without 
their husbands. 
Some of the egalitarian elements of the marriage 
between Idu and Adiewere exist as customary practice 
among the Igbo. But the conversations by neighborhood 
gossips reveal the extent of equality within the couple’s 
relationship to be unusual for their community. This 
apparently stems from Nwapa's own views about the equality 
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of women and their right to individuality.^5 Although 
critics usually emphasize the ’’vulnerability" of Nwapa's 
women to the men in their lives, at the same time they 
comment that Nwapa's women are individual and non-submis¬ 
sive. 26 Nwapa's rural protagonist is a decision maker; 
she remains individualistic while continuing to be an 
integral part of her community. Despite Idu's death, 
the presentation of her character is not as a "tragic 
heroine." This is largely due to Nwapa's apparent control 
over her subject, her familiarity with the social aspects 
of the rural woman's existence and how change affected 
that existence.^ As Femi Ojo-Ade explains: 
In the final analysis, Flora Nwapa's heroines and 
novels, are quintessential examples of the ironies 
^Lloyd Brown discusses this at length in his chapter 
on Flora Nwapa in Women Writers in Black Africa (Westport: 
Greenwood Press, 1981). 
26See Brenda Berrian, "African Women as Seen in the 
Works of Flora Nwapa," CLA Journal 25 (March 1982): 331-39 
and Lloyd Brown, "The African Woman as Writer" Canadian 
Journal of African Studies 10, 3 (1975): 493-501. 
2?This becomes especially apparent in Nwapa's realistic 
use of dialogue. The prevalence of the villagers' pedes¬ 
trian conversations has led some critics to slight Nwapa's 
artistic skill. However Ernest Emenyonu tries to demon¬ 
strate that Nwapa's faithfulness to speech and oral tradi¬ 
tions of the Igbo community contributes to making Idu 
a successful Igbo novel. See "Who Does Flora Nwapa Write 
For?" in African Literature Today no.7 (New York: Africana 
Pub., 1975), pp. 28-33. 
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and contradictions rampart in'developing' Africa. 
And womanhood is part of the whole syndrome.28 
An amazing contrast exists between Buchi Emecheta's 
and Flora Nwapa's Igbo women, even though both represent 
examples of the same "ironies and contradictions." Most 
striking in Emecheta's novels is the victimization of 
women and the burdensome tasks they encounter as wives, 
workers and mothers. Emecheta presents the toppling 
of tradition within Igbo communities whereas Nwapa only 
shows an initial imbalance. And though both writers 
can be said to favor a middle class existence (Nwapa’s 
protagonists always do well financially), middle class 
status becomes a prerequisite and primary goal for con¬ 
tentment in Emecheta’s novels. Lloyd Brown proclaims 
that "of all the women writers in contemporary African 
literature Buchi Emecheta of Nigeria has been the most 
sustained and vigorous voice of direct, feminine pro¬ 
test. "^9 Indeed, the two novels discussed in this study, 
The Joys of Motherhood and The Bride Price detail the 
conflicts women characters confront as women who live 
in changing, maledominated societies. A closer examination 
of Emecheta's protest as exhibited in the novels reveals 
much about the author's understanding of the social context 
28Femi Ojo-Ade, "Female Writers, Male Critics," in 
African Literature Today no.13 ed. Eldred Jones (New 
York: Africans Pub., 1983), p. 165. 
29Brown, Women Writers, p. 35. 
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of the protagonists' lives. Emecheta's political perspec¬ 
tive becomes clear as she details the intricacies of 
the dominant forces which govern women's existence in 
her fiction. 
Emecheta creates well-developed psychological por¬ 
traits of her two protagonists, Nnu Ego and Aku-nna. 
The characterization of Nnu Ego is perhaps the more mature 
and artistically sound of the two because of the consis¬ 
tency of the characterization and the exclusion of senti¬ 
mentality which mars the depiction of Aku-nna. Neverthe¬ 
less, there is one inconsistency in the portrayal of 
Nnu Ego, a very important one because it may serve as 
a direct statement of the author's sentiments concerning 
the position of women in her society. 
Emecheta shows Nnu Ego to be a woman of great per¬ 
sonal strength, but little ability to view her own life 
in a broader social context. Nnu Ego must feed and clothe 
her many children; she has little time for reflection. 
Later in her marriage, however, she begins to try to 
assess her own position in society juxtaposed to that 
of men. The inconsistency in her characterization 
arises from the manner in which Emecheta presents Nnu 
Ego's reflections. After giving birth to a second set 
of twin girls and thereby greatly disappointing Nnaife, 
her husband, Nnu Ego questions: 
God, when will you create a woman who will be ful- 
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filled in herself, a full human being, not anybody’s 
appendage? . . . But who made the law that we should 
not hope in our daughters? We women subscribe to 
that law more than anyone. Until we change all this, 
it is still a man's world, which women will always 
help to build (Joys, pp. 185-86). 
Because of the growing intensity of her awareness that 
motherhood makes her "a prisoner of [her] own flesh and 
blood" (Joys, p. 186), Nnu Ego begins to question her 
lot. Yet, there is no support before this scene or after 
this scene to demonstrate that her questioning would 
be so profoundly intellectual and "feminist." When she 
later testifies in Nnaife's trial, it is as if she never 
had these thoughts; her perceptions appear to be those 
of a woman completely inured in tradition. 
Obviously, these sentiments are Emecheta speaking 
through Nnu Ego. They place direct blame on men for 
women's problems and inequality. Nnu Ego blames Nnaife 
intermittently for the hardships she faces, and Emecheta's 
characterizes him an insipid boor to support Nnu Ego's 
overall view that most men are by nature insensitive. 
In Emecheta's autobiographical Second Class Citizen, 
the husband is the callous tormentor also. Even in The 
The Bride Price, whose major conflict centers around 
the traditional prejudice against descendants of the 
"osu," Aku-nna's problems are further exacerbated by 
her uncle's male authoritarianism and greed. Whereas 
these male chauvinist characters represent real tendencies 
of males in the society, a constructive political assess- 
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ment of the woman's subjugation in society cannot be 
gathered by blaming men for being sexist in a sexist 
society. 
Because Joys of Motherhood overwhelmingly sympathizes 
with Nnu Ego's plight, the men (her husband, his rela¬ 
tives, her ungrateful sons), are made to appear ever 
less deserving of Nnu Ego's sacrifices. One critic believes 
that "in her attempt to blacken the males in order to 
show up the poignancy of Nnu Ego's (the representative 
female's) situation, Emecheta sacrifices psychological 
plausibility and mars her characterization somewhat."30 
A more credible explanation is that Emecheta believes 
in progression toward material wealth and elevation of 
social status; the male characters who fetter or prevent 
this progression are portrayed as the villains Emecheta 
believes them to be. 
Although she demonstrates that societal change 
disrupts the lives of her characters and that urban life 
alienates them, the blame for alienated and incongruous 
relationships rests largely on male insensitivity according 
to Emecheta's novels. When men are attentive and devoted 
as with Agbadi's affection for Ona (Nnu Ego's mother) 
or Chike's great love for Aku-nna, the women are content 
^Eustace Palmer, "The Feminine Point of View; Buchi 
Emecheta's The Joys of Motherhood," in African Literature 
Today no.13, ed. Eldred Jones (New York: Africana Pub., 
1983), pp. 53-54. 
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with their existence. This is a weakness in Emecheta's 
"feminine protest" in that her narratives of the lives 
of Nnu Ego and Aku-nna vividly chronicle the social injus¬ 
tice wrought by male dominance, yet she allows women's 
self-esteem and contentment to be decided by males also. 
Addressing the issue of the traditional place of 
women in her society, Buchi Eraecheta states: 
I believe that through western influence the position 
of women gets better and better, less suppressed. 
Male privilege was not introduced by the English 
. ... Traditionally, women enjoyed some rights 
within the family, especially if you were first wife. 
But that still didn't go much farther than a certain 
social honor that was extended to you because you 
happened to be first wife of the man. ... Nowadays, 
in the post-colonial situation, more and more women 
are educated, so that they are better prepared to 
spend their time meaningfully. 31- 
Approval of Western influence is recorded in The The 
Bride Price through exposition of the injustice of com¬ 
munity prejudice against Chike and through favorable 
assessment of Aku-nna's similarity to European women 
because of her education and bearing. By creating a 
modern, educated young couple facing traditional narrow¬ 
mindedness, Emecheta not only displays sympathy for them, 
but also presents her own approval of their rebellion. 
Allowing Aku-nna to die, Emecheta affirms the psychological 
hold which tradition holds even on some who have adopted 
3lBuchi Emecheta, "It's Me Who's Changed," interview 
in Connexions: An International Women's Quarterly no. 
4 (1982): 4-5. 
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modem ways. Nevertheless, during the brief time that 
Chike and Aku-nna live together, they prosper and have 
a "perfect" marriage. They both have professional jobs 
which give them financial stability and are on their 
way to becoming part of the modern Nigerian middle class. 
That aspect of their lives, the financial success, becomes 
a familiar element in Emecheta's fiction. Achieving 
middle class status is as much a prerequisite for happiness 
as achieving a successful love relationship. 
According to the ideas found in Emecheta's fiction, 
progress for women comes with social mobility and financial 
success, both shown to be extensions of formal Western 
education. Emecheta's "feminine protest" results from 
her objections to male dominant social conventions which 
fetter or hinder women's attempts to achieve these goals. 
Yet it cannot be said that Emecheta objects to male domi¬ 
nant relationships. Aku-nna and Chike's relationship 
provides the best example of a successful relationship 
within the two novels. Although Aku-nna receives enough 
formal education to earn a teaching job which allows 
her an independent income, her dependency upon Chike 
for decision-making and emotional support prevents her 
from appearing strong. In their domestic life, Chike 
has full control; his dominance is excused (even commended) 
by the author because he treats Aku-nna with such kind¬ 
ness. From this it may be concluded that Emecheta objects 
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to relationships in which male authoritarianism prevents 
women from having equal access to formal education and 
employment in the modern sector. However, benevolent 
male dominance in successful romantic relationships escapes 
her criticism. 
Characterization of women in Ifeoma Okoye's Behind 
the Clouds lacks the psychological depth which Emecheta 
achieves with her women characters. Yet Okoye remains 
as faithful to her portrayal of Ije and tries to render 
her as sympathetically as Emecheta does Nnu Ego or Aku- 
nna. Unlike Emecheta, however, Okoye never blames men 
for unjust treatment of women; her focus is the emotional 
plight of one woman facing barrenness, rather than expo¬ 
sition of the inequity in the social relationships between 
men and women in African society. 
Despite its melodrama and stereotypical charac¬ 
terizations, Behind the Clouds discloses much about the 
ramifications of social transition in urban Nigeria. 
Ije and Dozie Apia's lifestyle results from opportunities 
opened to them by formal Western education. Elevated 
social status, wealth, and household servants are but 
three of the privileges the Apia's success brings. During 
the course of the novel it becomes clear also that these 
are three privileges which Ifeoma Okoye, the author, 
sanctions. One manner in which she displays this approval 
is the excessive amount of attention she devotes to the 
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recording and accounting of the Apia's material posses¬ 
sions, even when this does little to further the plot 
of the story. Okoye's manipulation of the narrative 
in order to promote Ije's virtuous qualities and her 
predilection for the trappings of the urban petite bou- 
geoisie provide the most insight into her social and 
political outlook. 
In the earlier discussion of Behind the Clouds, 
it was pointed out that Ije's social consciousness was 
limited. She appeared to be concerned only with her 
immediate domestic situation, giving little attention 
to any wider issues in her society. Nevertheless, Ije 
understands that the feelings of failure and isolation 
which barrenness bring extend from the cultural mindset 
of her society. The latter part of her statement ''a 
barren woman is useless, at least in our country" (BC, 
p. 114) implies this understanding. This may be seen 
as an initial (and minimal) broadening of Ije's social 
consciousness because such a view requires that she compare 
the relative weight of certain forces governing the exist¬ 
ence of women in her society with that of women in other 
societies. It is doubtful that she will progress to 
a more radical consciousness though; she is too complacent 
with the middle class lifestyle she and Dozie enjoy. 
After the reconciliation with Dozie, she will once again 
live as she did before: 
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Once again their minds had begun to work on the same 
lines. Once again the current of love and under¬ 
standing which used to pass between them before Vir¬ 
ginia arrived to disrupt it, began to flow agin in 
the familiar way (B£, p. 119). 
No indication is given that Ije will seek greater under¬ 
standing of her position as woman in her society or an 
understanding of her life in v/ider social context. The 
structure of Ije's life and social perspective as shown 
in the narrative make this understanding unnecessary. 
Okoye provides a somewhat broader view of women's 
perspectives through the use of her secondary characters, 
even though they remain shadowy throughout the novel. 
Beatrice, the overweight woman having problems with bar¬ 
renness, supplies the practical (and traditional) rational 
for motherhood by reminding Ije that the children must 
provide for the mother in her old age. Beatrice also 
shows an unromantic and crude pragmatism by accepting 
the minister's offer to impregnate her. Patience, another 
minimally described woman character, advises Ije to keep 
her finances or least some money separately for her own 
benefit, so that she will have funds in case of a separa¬ 
tion. (Ije later regrets that she ignores that advice.) 
In addition to these women characters, there is Dozie's 
mother who provides an extreme depiction of an older 
woman's view of the importance of motherhood. Nonetheless, 
her characterization is based upon reality, as are the 
others. These women characters comprise a composite 
of women's views and solutions to Ije's "problem." Okoye 
depicts each one of these women as offering a destruc¬ 
tive paths to Ije. But Okoye does reserve one woman 
character for the mission of mediator, moderator, and 
true friend to Ije. 
Ije’s friend, Ugo Ushie, is the novel’s most succes¬ 
sful woman and has the most successful marriage. Ugo 
has a devoted husband, children, and employment as a 
teacher. She and her husband advise Ije, and later, 
Dozie. Ugo is responsible for arranging the meeting 
in which Ije and Dozie are reconciled. Her qualities 
are similar to those of Ije; Ugo Ushie is calm, friendly, 
intelligent, and motherly. Also, she believes that Ije 
should remain with Dozie after Virginia arrives, so that 
Virginia cannot claim the wealth Dozie accumulates from 
Ije's business decisions. Okoye asserts Ugo's stance 
as the correct attitude for Ije by continually presenting 
Ugo as the totally successful woman. Ugo manages home 
and career, always keeping family foremost. 
Yet Okoye includes a critical side to her depiction 
and commendation of successful middle class Nigerian 
women. Ije and Ugo Ushie reject membership in the middle 
class women's clubs because the members are ostentatious 
spendthrifts whose primary concern is social competition. 
The women do not use good business sense which brings 
in wealth, as Ije does; instead they gather debts trying 
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to outdress each other in the latest fashions. These 
clubs can be likened to similar ones discussed in conjunc¬ 
tion with Ogot; Okoye presents Ije and Ugo's rejection 
of them as evidence of Ije and Ugo's wisdom and prudence. 
From Okoye's political perspective, the Apias repre¬ 
sent a progressive, upwardly mobile middle class couple. 
Their sophistication makes them potential leaders in 
the community (Dozie, more than Ije, as indicated by 
his generous and celebrated donations to development 
of his hometown), and their lack of ostentation indicates 
that their priorities are in the proper place. Because 
Dozie controls the finances, he decides what to do with 
the money. But the fact that he remembers his hometown 
and continually helps his age group in development schemes 
reaffirms Okoye's viewpoint that he and vicariously, 
Ije, are progressive young people. 
The favorable presentation of Ije (and Ugo Ushie) 
underscores Okoye's notions of constructive change for 
women. Ije's formal Western education and professional 
employment facilitate the brief, but smooth, transition 
to an independent life which she seeks when her home 
situation becomes unbearable. She has a clear advan¬ 
tage over poorer and less educated women; in fact, she 
is able to continue to employ her personal maid. Overall, 
the presentation of Ije encourages the conclusion that 
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Okoye, like Emecheta, views attainment of middle class 
status as a singularly significant achievement. Addi¬ 
tionally, acquiring the ability to live independently 
and comfortably in an urban setting appears to be another 
change or option which Okoye favors, even though she 
allows Ije to remain a single woman only briefly. 
While revealing the psychological perception of 
the protagonist, Mariama Bâ's So Long a Letter, like 
Behind the Clouds, contains a strong advocacy for attain¬ 
ment of "middle class" status. Ramatoulaye's privileged 
social status and profession as teacher, along with her 
allegiance to the remnants of the traditional aristo¬ 
cracy accord her a class outlook which completely favors 
the lifestyle of the petite bourgeoisie. Yet Mariama 
Bâ's central woman character exhibits a broader and more 
conscious awareness of her position as woman in the predom¬ 
inantly Muslim Dakar society. In fact, the social and 
political perspectives which Mariama Bâ bestows upon 
Ramatoulaye and her daughter Daba are overwhelmingly 
similar to her own as expressed in a 1980 interview.32 
This again points to the frequent use of autobiographical 
elements in fiction by the writers studied here. 
The similarity between the author's viewpoint and 
that of her central character becomes clear in her presen- 
^Barbara Harrell-Bond, "Interview with Mariama Bâ," 
African Book Publishing Record 6 (February 1980): 209-214. 
tation of Ramatoulaye1s opinions and observations as 
she describes her abandonment and widowhood. From this 
follows the conclusion that most of the changes for women 
which Ramatoulaye views as constructive are ones which 
the author would find personally beneficial. 
Ramatoulaye explains that she is among the first 
group of African professional women who emerged after 
independence; consequently, she and others among the 
group consider themselves as having a mission to uplift 
their people through education. Labelling the teaching 
profession "a noble army" and a "priesthood," Ramatoulaye 
observes that teachers can mold the "soul" of a student: 
Ours [profession], like that of the doctor, does 
not allow for any mistake. You don’t joke with life, 
and life is both body and mind. To warp a soul is 
as much a sacrilege as murder. Teachers- at kinder¬ 
garten level, as at university level- form a noble 
army . . . This army, thwarting traps and snares, 
everywhere plants the flag of knowledge and morality 
(SLL. p. 23). 
The knowledge that Ramatoulaye holds in highest esteem 
is the knowledge of Western culture and civilization. 
Her view of culture as learned refinement extends from 
this knowledge, as does her concept of "universal moral 
values." Little doubt can be cast that Bi admires and 
agrees with her character's views on this subject. The 
description of Ramatoulaye's educational background, 
the praise for the colonial headmistress who trained 
her for "an uncommon destiny," and the glorification 
of the teaching profession constitute the most assertive 
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and hopeful sections of the novel, no doubt because they 
voice the author's own.^3 
Mariama Bâ's political perspective can best be 
gathered by examining a statement by Daba, Ramatoulaye's 
oldest daughter. Daba, who has a "perfect marriage" 
according to Ramatoulaye, has outspoken opinions on women's 
issues, but shys away from formal state politics. She 
reasons thus: 
. . . it's not that I am not interested in the fate 
of my country and, most especially, that of woman. 
But when I look at the fruitless wranglings even 
within the ranks of the same party, when I see men's 
greed for power, I prefer not to participate. No, 
I am not afraid of ideological struggle, but in a 
political party it is rare for a woman to make an 
easy break-through. For a long time men will continue 
to have the power of decision, whereas everyone knows 
that polity should be the affair of women. No: I 
refer my own association, where there is neither 
rivalry nor schism, neither malice nor jostling for 
position; there are no posts to be shared, nor posi¬ 
tions to be secured. The headship changes every 
year. Each of us has equal opportunity to advance 
her ideas. We are given tasks according to our abil¬ 
ities in our activities and organizations that worked 
towards the progress of women. Our funds go towards 
humanitarian work; we are mobilized by a militancy 
as useful as any other, but it is a healthy militancy, 
whose only reward is inner satisfaction (SLL, p. 74). 
Daba's full response is quoted because it completely 
explains her rationale for remaining aloof from state 
politics. Nevertheless, she does not explain what it 
^Like Ramatoulaye, Mariama Bâ formally studied the 
Koran during holidays and was inspired by the headmistress 
of her school. See "About Mariama Bâ," African Book 
Publishing Record 6 (February 1980):200. 
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is that her women’s organization does to work for ’’the 
progress of women.” 
By placing her energies outside the sphere of state 
politics, Daba also minimizes the amount of influence 
she and others like her might have on reform policies 
which would benefit women. Whereas she pinpoints the 
problems women in ’’politics” encounter, her own position 
of abstention from that sphere insures that those problems 
will continue. Within the novel Daba is presented as 
being the radical that her mother is not. Perhaps this 
misrepresentation occurs because Bâ is a "traditionalist 
at heart" and "aspires to be revolutionary" as Femi Ojo-Ade 
states. In orthodox Muslim societies, men and women 
live largely in separate spheres; what Daba proposes 
appears as an updated and somewhat constructive version 
of this separation. Yet the result remains the same— 
women remain outside of government and powerless to effect 
change at policy level. 
Daba is an intellectual who understands that the 
women’s organizations do not have political power, yet 
she prefers them. Her views represent those of the author 
directly. Furthermore, Bâ explains how these organizations 
can influence political change through vicarious channels: 
... these are not groups with any political power 
which can bring direct pressure on things. We do 
not have the same effect as a political party. In 
a political party the approach for changing things 
is throught voting in laws which overthrow old struc¬ 
tures, which really brings about change. But we 
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do have some influence on the political powers 
because some politicians listen to us. We are tole¬ 
rated, we are tolerated and given some place. We 
are helped to bring our aspirations into reality.34 
Like Daba, Bâ believes that women's organizations best 
suit women's concerns. 
Practical changes that would benefit women and 
their children are mentioned in the novel. After her 
son is hit by a motorcyclist, Ramatoulaye cites the need 
for playgrounds where children would be safe from traffic. 
And with young Aissatou's pregnancy, the mother wishes 
for liberalization of school policies for unwed mothers. 
Ramatoulaye can only cite need for constructive change 
in these areas because they would mandate altering or 
creating new government policy. Being outside of an 
influential position and organization, she can only "pray" 
for change. 
Just as Ramatoulaye tries to be liberal and progres¬ 
sive in her wish to further the cause of development 
in her country, Bâ wishes to project an overtly feminist 
and progressive voice in her novel. The success of this 
task is limited by her own class outlook and religious 
devotion, the same devotion that she imbues in her protag¬ 
onist. No doubt, Ramatoulaye is seriously concerned 
with the plight of women. But her class prejudice prevents 
her from viewing the situation of women fairly. The 
34" Interview with Mariama Bâ," p. 212 
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young, second wives of Mawdo and Modou are both exploited; 
Ramatoulaye ignores this because one has been trained 
by a "princess," while the other hails from relative 
poverty. Within the structure of the novel, there is 
nothing to separate this outlook from that of the novelist 
herself. It represents an apparent limitation within 
Bâfs social perspective also. 
Characterization of women in So Long a Letter indi¬ 
cates that Bâ's social and political perspectives were 
greatly influenced by Western education, class privilege, 
and Islamic faith. Each one of these imposed some limi¬ 
tation in women's behaviour while they also inspired 
some change in attitude and behaviour. Monogamy based 
on romantic love, knowledge based on "universal moral 
principles," and professions facilitated by formal educa¬ 
tion appear as consistent examples of what Bâ views as 
avenues to a better life for women in her society. For 
the most part, the author overlooks the destructive biases 
which accompany these ways and means. Ramatoulaye mentions 
"imported evils," but her complaint is against moral 
vice, not cultural or economic imperialism. It is not 
a political criticism. 
Mariama Bâ is the only author studied whose works 
originated within the setting of a former French colony 
and a predominantly Muslim society. Her character, Ramatou¬ 
laye, was categorized in this study as a transitional 
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woman because of her conscious decision to adapt to cul¬ 
tural nuances brought about by Western influence, while 
she endeavored to maintain much of her traditional Muslim 
conservatism. She identifies herself as having been 
trained for the purpose of uplifting her people through 
education. In this particular aspect of her characteri¬ 
zation, Ramatoulaye is comparable to Bessie Head's Margaret 
Cadmore, who was also categorized as a transitional woman. 
Although Bessie Head and Mariama Bâ write from 
extremely disparate social climates, certain conspicuous 
similarities in their social and political overview do 
exist. Bessie Head's ideas about what constitutes excel¬ 
lent education appear very similar to Bâ's. Just as 
Bâ describes Ramatoulaye as being taught "universal moral 
values" by her white headmistress, Head describes Mar¬ 
garet's mind as something "universal" since she had been 
taught everything from "Plato to W. B. Yeats" (M, p.20). 
The Eurocentric ideal of both writers is clear, while 
both also wish to further the cause of a particular group¬ 
ing within their respective societies. 
The idea that some people are inherently superior 
to others is another which Head shares with Bâ, even 
though her novel sets out to prove that all should be 
treated as equals. Instead of using class as the basis 
for this superiority, Head tries (though unsuccessfully) 
to use intellect. Her quartet of superior minds— Maru, 
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Moleka, Margaret and Dikeledi— have considerable intel¬ 
lectual acumen, each having profited from formal educa¬ 
tion. But each also holds a somewhat privileged position 
in society. This includes Margaret, who always states 
outright that she is a Masarwa although she has never 
lived as a Masarwa. That, perhaps, remains a weakness 
in Head's social and political perspective. She expects 
the idealistic marriage to be charming and creditable, 
overlooking Margaret's abdication of her "mission" to 
help lead her people out of misery and prejudice imposed 
by racial discrimination. 
The same weakness exists in the characterization 
of Dikeledi. In her mission to educate the children 
of the small town and in her ability to counteract the 
petite wranglings of the narrowminded principal, she 
holds her own, assertively. Nevertheless, in her affair 
with and subsequent marriage to Moleka, she is completely 
subordinate, even insecure. Her relationship to Moleka, 
like that of Margaret and Maru, gives insight into Head's 
political perspective because they are examples of her 
notions about power relationships between men and women, 
between men and society. 
While Maru presents women characters who live indepen¬ 
dently and work in professional positions as teachers, 
solutions to social problems and roads to female content¬ 
ment remain in the power of males within Head's scenario. 
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This can be summarized in Head's statement that Maru 
has the power to "destroy" Margaret's world, to "turn 
the world to ashes" (M, p. 10). Yet within the world 
which Head creates in the novel, all exist as indivi¬ 
duals and seek happiness as individuals. Even Maru's 
selection of Margaret as wife is a singularly individual 
choice, even though the act must be seen to have wider 
political implications since Head intends for it to be 
recognized as progress toward freedom for the Masarwa. 
Nevertheless, a noticeable aspect of Head's social and 
political outlook is the importance of the individual 
within the society. 
Whereas Head shows Margaret to be enamored with 
Maru enough to trust and love him, she also allows Margaret 
to remain in love with Moleka. The torturous dreams 
that haunt Margaret (and Maru) confirm this and assert 
Margaret's individuality as much as her artistic ability 
and her unique upbringing do. As a woman, it allows 
Margaret to continue to hold a separateness from her 
husband, limited as it might be. Perhaps critic Lloyd 
Brown finds much more assertiveness in Margaret's person¬ 
ality than she actually displays in the novel. He is 
certainly correct, however, in pointing out that she 
maintains her individuality, which "tends to emphasize 
that Maru's masculine power is essentially irrelevant 
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to the protective habits of her inner self."35 Margaret's 
"inner self," her subconscious mind which produces her 
dreams, is not something that she has immediate control 
over. Consequently, that area remains limited in the 
circumspection of her self-awareness. 
Bessie Head's skill as a writer overshadows the 
frailties of her political outlook, because Maru ultimately 
succeeds as a novel. Head is an extremely skillful writer, 
and the overall design of her novel displays remarkable 
unity. It can be noted that Head's women characters 
display marked independence in their employment activities 
and overwhelming dependence in their romantic relations. 
Perhaps this contrast-conflict results from one within 
the writer herself. The sincere, but dreamy idealism 
of the conclusion of the novel leads to the assumption 
that Head believes that the abdication of office by a 
traditional leader might somehow inspire pride and strength 
in an oppressed people. Early in the novel Head states: 
"Of all things that are said of oppressed people, the 
worst things are said and done to the Bushmen" (M, p. 11). 
Her novel's conclusion offers the beginnings of a solution 
to the oppression, but it does so with political naivete 
since she places Maru and Margaret in contented isolation— 
away from any possibility of influencing change. 
35Lloyd Brown, Women Writers, p. 174. 
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As a South African writer living in exile, Bessie 
Head chose to expose racial injustice perpetrated upon 
Africans by Africans in Maru. The second South African 
writer considered in this study, Miriam Tlali, writes 
from within South Africa, about South Africa. Tlali 
writes about the constrictions placed upon an educated 
African woman as she tries to live and work under the 
strictures of Apartheid. Although she describes dis¬ 
torted relationships caused by white racism which accom¬ 
panies Apartheid, there exists a recognizable similarity 
in attitude of both Head and Tlali. It is an inclination 
toward moderation. Head proposes a moderate beginning 
for the liberation of the Masarwa, and Tlali proposes 
a moderate beginning for the achievement of consciousness 
of a South African women. 
Muriel at Metropolitan details the work situation 
of one South African woman who is among the small per¬ 
centage of Africans in South Africa having a college 
education. Miriam Tlali stays close to the observations 
of the protagonist and offers little description of the 
South Africa outside of Muriel's workplace. The workplace 
itself, as noted earlier, becomes a microcosm of social 
relations within South Africa. Whereas this gives the 
novelist adequate opportunity to describe Muriel's burden¬ 
some work situation, it limits opportunity for Tlali 
to reveal more personal aspects of Muriel's social situa- 
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tion as an African woman. Muriel is a mother, but her 
child is mentioned only when an illness necessitates 
Muriel's absence from work. She is a wife, but her husband 
is mentioned only when he responds to the suggestion 
that she become the "tea girl" by writing a resignation 
letter for Muriel. Because of the omission of the Muriel's 
domestic life, it is clear that Tlali intends that her 
focus be the characteristics of racial injustice created 
by Apartheid. 
Muriel's atypical status, having a clerical position 
among whites, and her political outlook, being a moderate 
hoping for gradual change, confer a particularly reserved 
bias on the novel. And as the novel is written from 
first person point-of-view, it becomes somewhat difficult 
to separate Tlali's perceptions from that of her protago¬ 
nist. In light of this and the fact that the novel is 
based upon Tlali's own experiences in a similar employment 
situation, what Tlali views as progressive can be assessed 
through analysis of Muriel's perceptions. Since the 
novel focuses upons racial prejudice as it affects one 
woman's life, without giving a broader perspective of 
women's plight in South Africa, Tlali's ideas about con¬ 
structive change for women can only be surmised from 
her presentation of Muriel as a college educated African 
women who organises her life according to the prescriptions 
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of Apartheid, her cultural background, and her relationship 
to her husband. 
The one-sided focus of the novel withholds details 
of Muriel’s background and the social setting of her 
home community. Nevertheless, Tlali includes a glimpse 
of Muriel's mother and her mother's ideology. The mother, 
once an activist against Apartheid, has given up hope 
and moved to Lesotho. She castigates Muriel for remaining 
with Metropolitan Radio where her full skills are not 
utilized, but she is overworked. The inclusion of the 
brief conversation with the mother also adds the perspec¬ 
tive of an older, more vocal woman. Moreover, the inclu¬ 
sion can be seen as Tlali's rejection of exile from South 
Africa as an appropriate alternative solution for Africans 
in South Africa. For even though Muriel's mother views 
"Lesotho's self-government ... as a kind of redemp¬ 
tion" (MM, p.139), Muriel points out that "the destiny 
of the one million Basotho would always be intermingled 
with that of the teeming millions of voiceless, helpless 
races surrounding them" (MM, p. 139). "Voiceless" and 
"helpless" are Muriel's (and perhaps, Tlali's) usual 
descriptions of the African people in the "Republic." 
Even so, Muriel's mother appears less defiant than Muriel 
and much more pessimistic, thus giving credence to the 
conclusion that Tlali, like Muriel, believes that Africans 
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should try to effect a change (even if only moderate 
change) within South Africa. 
Before and after the brief account of her mother's 
conversation, the only comments upon Muriel's position 
are those made by the African customers in the store 
and Muriel herself. The customers view Muriel as extremely 
privileged, whereas Muriel considers herself a "token." 
She likens herself to the "master's well-fed dog." In 
her hope for gradual change Muriel underscores her conser¬ 
vatism and her class outlook. As a member of the African 
working class in South Africa, she is exploited and dis¬ 
criminated against, but this does not mean that she lacks 
a middle class outlook. As the earlier discussion of 
Muriel's characterization disclosed, the longer Muriel 
works at Metropolitan Radio, the more she identifies 
with the white women with whom she works. Muriel decides 
to leave the company only after realizing that her example 
of a model and loyal worker does nothing to dissuade 
the racism of the whites. 
Although Muriel's social consciousness remains 
stultified by her reverence for the white government's 
omnipotence, the circumstances under which she leaves 
the firm indicate that she has made an initial stride 
toward a broader social consciousness. She leaves after 
Apartheid bureaucracy eliminates her new position with 
the Italian garage owner. 
Undoubtedly, Tlali intends that Muriel's final 
decision be viewed as progressive and admirable. The 
self-sacrificing aspect of the action makes it so. (Mur¬ 
iel's family needs her salary.) The political aspect 
of the action adds to this commendation since Muriel 
refuses to ask for her people's passbooks any longer. 
Years before she leaves, Muriel becomes aware of the 
company's exploitation of the African customers, yet 
she stays because she believes in gradual change which 
will be achieved by strengthening the moral fiber of 
both Africans and whites alike. Although she does leave 
Metropolitan Radio at the conclusion of the novel, little 
indication is given that she has altered her fundamental 
perception of her position as an African in South Africa-- 
"One is forever in a trap from which there is no way 
of escape . . . except suicide" (MM, p.190). 
Writing under the constraints of censorship within 
South Africa, Miriam Tlali cannot be expected to create 
a revolutionary woman character who sets out to destroy 
the government. If any political category is appropriate 
Muriel comes closest to being a liberal. Some of the 
more conservative views found within the novel might 
reflect the limitations imposed by censorship. However, 
other aspects of Muriel's social perspective (and, I 
argue, the author's as well) conspire to form an attitude 
of moderation, even conservatism. Foremost is Muriel's 
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relationship to her husband who "has quiet rule" over 
their household, as stated before. Muriel wishes to 
accord men superior authority in decision making within 
the family and community. She explains this as a tradi¬ 
tional convention. On her job, the rules of Apartheid 
hamper her from practicing this convention, at least 
among Black men. However, in matters concerning her 
husband, she conforms to it, because he is both her hero 
and an authority figure. Muriel is quite pleased with 
the patriarchal setup of her home. 
Tlali presents Muriel’s marriage as a portrait 
of stability in the instability of life for Africans 
in South Africa. When Muriel’s husband decides that 
she should resign from her position rather than fetch 
tea for the white women, the decision is portrayed as 
an assertion of pride and manhood. Undoubtedly, Tlali 
wants to project a positive image of the African family 
even though it is not her central focus. But Muriel's 
complete and uncritical acceptance of male authority 
and its favorable presentation in the novel lead to the 
conclusion that these views also represent author's own 
social perspective. 
With its mild, but forthright affirmation of male 
authority which Muriel defines as "traditional" and with 
Muriel’s timid refusal to help relieve the discomfort 
of the one other African woman employee of Metropolitan 
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Radio, Muriel at Metropolitan turns out to be a novel 
devoid of "feminist" ideas. Equality for women, African 
or non-African is never a stated issue. But the exploit¬ 
ation of South African women, even the white women who 
work for Bloch, is clearly demonstrated. Muriel tries 
to better her employment situation and hopes for improve¬ 
ment of her people's situation. Tlali has Muriel make 
the final decision to resign without consulting her hus¬ 
band. Notwithstanding the obvious moderate political 
perspective exhibited by Tlali within the novel, Muriel's 
decision may be considered an initial step toward a broader 
social consciousness. Tlali intends for it to be viewed 
as a progressive act. 
Miriam Tlali focuses her novel on the employment 
situation of one South African woman and exposes some 
of the injustices which Africans in South Africa face. 
Her novel makes no special efforts to center on issues 
which affect women or their consciousness because her 
character lacks the type of social consciousness which 
would bring such issues into focus and because the author's 
social and political outlook regards these issues as 
secondary to the primary need to change the overall con¬ 
dition of Africans in South Africa. Obviously, Tlali 
either feels that the women's issues are separate and 
subordinated to other political issues or her political 
perspective is such that these concerns remain unimportant 
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or unidentified as issues. Another possibility is that 
the author Tlali is developing a social consciousness 
just as her character is. Perhaps she is not like Bessie 
Head, and will not come to decide that she would be "a 
useless kind of person in any kind of liberation move¬ 
ment or revolution."^ 
Ama Ata Aidoo, author of Our Sister Killjoy, or 
Reflection From a Black-Eyed Squint, reflects neither 
the moderate perspectives of Bâ and Tlali nor the cynical 
regard for radicals Bessie Head reveals in the 1975 article 
cited above.^7 Our Sister Killjoy has an expressly poli¬ 
tical theme and purpose. In the novel Aidoo includes 
most of the significant social issues facing African 
peoples. Specific concerns of women as women are included 
prominently among these as Sissie, the protagonist, ob¬ 
serves and evaluates all about her. The characterization 
of Sissie directly reflects Aidoo’s social and political 
perspectives, which can be described as Pan-African, 
because Aidoo refuses to rigidly differentiate social 
and political issues according to national boundaries. 
From her viewpoint, all Sub-Saharan African countries 
share common problems as a result of dependency upon 
Western industrial states. 
36Bessie Head, "Witchcraft," Ms Magazine, November 1975, 
p. 72. 
3?Ibid., p. 72 
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Sissie is unique in characterization in that Aidoo 
gives her a broadened social consciousness which has 
developed "from knowledge gained since." The novel sug¬ 
gests that Aidoo views committed social consciousness 
and belief in social and economic equality as avenues 
for constructive change for women. Through her critical 
representation of the ills of African societies which 
unfolds as Sissie's perceptions, "the implied relationship 
between Christianity, colonialism, capitalism, and sexism 
and oppression appear to hold on well."38 Aidoo believes 
that women's equality is tied to wider political issues 
and cannot be achieved unless African states free them¬ 
selves from the clutches of Western imperialism and the 
African petite bougeoisie accepts its mission to help 
alter the economic relationships within its society. 
Aidoo's social vision reveals itself clearly in 
Our Sister Killjoy. Therefore many details of Aidoo's 
social and political perspective were outlined in the 
discussion of the novel in chapter three. Aidoo presents 
a young African woman who is unabashedly feminist and 
anti-imperialist. These two characterisics make Sissie 
quite unusual. Of the women characters studied, she 
38Chimalum Nwankwo, "The Feminist Impulse and social 
Realism in Ama Ata Aidoo's No Sweetness Here and Our 
Sister Killjoy" paper presented at the African Literature 
Association Conference, Urbana, Illinois, 6-10 April 
1983, p. 15. 
is the only one who chooses to end a romanic attachment 
because of ideological differences. Sissie chooses to 
be without a man rather than compromise her political 
principles. Like other authors in this study, Aidoo 
is concerned with the plight of women as they face alter¬ 
ation in lifestyles resulting from social transition. 
Yet personal contentment for her character is coupled 
with political commitment.^ 
Aidoo refuses to excuse or apologize for male chau¬ 
vinist ideas, despite their "traditional" derivation. 
The patriarchal bias which produces Marija's preference 
for a manchild rather than a womanchild is likened to 
the same bias in Africa and elsewhere. Neither is accep¬ 
table to Sissie or Aidoo. Similarly, Sissie refuses 
to apologize to her man as her friends advise which demon¬ 
strates that she (and Aidoo) believe that sexist ideas 
must be confronted and overcome. Rather than apologize 
to the man for speaking out against his abdication of 
his duty to his people (he refuses to return home to 
practice his trade) and his friends' misrepresentation 
of the role of African women (they describe African women 
as nineteenth century European women), Sissie staunch¬ 
ly voices her opposing views. Views of other women, 
^^Aidoo outlines her own reactions to her comparable 
real-life situation in "Sisterhood is Global," Essence, 
March 1985, p. 12. 
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who advise her to apologize, "no matter what for" (OSK, 
p. 119), are satirized. From Aidoo's description of 
Sissie's reaction to these situations and from the nar¬ 
rative tone of the author, it becomes clear that Aidoo 
sides with Sissie's feminist response. 
Because Aidoo's social criticism emerges so precisely 
and clearly from the novel, what the author considers 
to be constructive change for women actually becomes 
secondary to how this change will be accomplished. Sis¬ 
sie's has a Pan-African, antiimperialist consciousness 
without the author offering any explanation for its ori¬ 
gins. Similarly, political injustices are cited without 
viable solutions being suggested. One critic, however, 
does find that Aidoo suggests a resolution, or the begin¬ 
nings of a resolution, to the problems created by "tradi¬ 
tional" male chauvinism, "a way out of the morass."^ 
Chimalum Nwankwo views the "love letter," the third section 
of the novel addressed to Sissie's "Precious Something," 
as the initiation of a "dialogue between man and woman. 
This is an interesting and constructive suggestion; 
however, Aidoo writes that Sissie 
was never going to post the letter. Once written, 
it was written. It had taken some of the pain away 
and she was glad. There was no need to mail it. 
It was not necessary. She was going to let things 
^Nwankwo, "Feminist Impulse," p. 16. 
4lIbid. 
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It was not necessary. She was going to let things 
lie where they had fallen (OSK, p. 133). 
There will not be a "dialogue between man and woman" 
in this instance as Nwankwo purports. Whereas this implies 
that Aidoo offers no real resolutions to the conflicts 
created by social transition, it also reveals that she 
understands the weight of traditional power relationships 
which govern men and women. Sissie cannot change the 
backward ideas of her estranged London boyfriend; there¬ 
fore, she does not try. 
Aidoo refrains from allowing Sissie to seek the 
"dialogue" or to continue to "enlighten" the African 
males with her feminist ideas. But Aidoo does see a 
need for women to do just that-- to continue to promote 
progressive ideas and to struggle against sexism. In 
an African-American women's magazine, she writes: 
It is obvious that for a long-term answer, if 
one is at all possible, only collective action would 
be meaningful. We must organize. Because you are 
not alone. Out there are women from all sorts of 
economic and social backgrounds struggling with dif¬ 
ferent levels of consciousness.^ 
Other than the time she spends with Marija while in Bav¬ 
aria, Sissie remains alone. She is not shown to be part 
of a political group. In fact, she is the only person 
with a radical social consciousness in Our Sister Killjoy. 
This might imply "political arrogance" from the author. 
Or it may simply underscore the gravity of Aidoo's poli- 
42" Sisterhood is Global," p. 134 
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tical intent in the novel; thus, through sharply contrast¬ 
ing Sissie's social consciousness to those of others 
about her, the degree of their complicity with or victi- 
mazation by social injustices more vividly appears. 
The constant criticism of racial, sexual and economic 
exploitation found throughout Our Sister Killjoy combines 
to form a clear picture of Aidoo's social consciousness. 
Perhaps this accounts for Sissie's broadened social aware¬ 
ness— she is Aidoo's spokesperson. She allows Sissie 
to challenge the backward ideas, even though she also 
allows her to temporarily discontinue the challenge (Sissie 
does not send the letter). Yet it is evident that Aidoo 
believes that the development of a broadened social con¬ 
sciousness is itself a constructive change that benefits 
women and their society as a whole. She does not see 
"women's issues" as being subordinate or superior to 
other issues facing African peoples: 
As women, we must also resist any attempts at being 
persuaded to think that the woman question has to 
be superceded by the struggle against any local exploi¬ 
tative system, the nationalist struggle or the struggle 
against imperialism and global monopoly capital. 
For what is becoming clear is that in the long run, 
none of these fronts is either of greater relevance 
than the rest or even separate from them.^3 
She further suggests that women "clearly delineate all 
43» Sisterhood is Global," p. 137 
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the possible areas of the struggle and pick any part 
of it that is within our reach."44 
In both her fiction and her personal essays, Aidoo 
takes a more direct political stance than any of the 
other African women writers considered in this study. 
What she states about the "levels of consciousness" found 
among women can be equally stated about women writers; 
they are from various social backgrounds, and they write 
from various levels of social consciousness; this should 
be evident in the present discussion of their social 
and political perspectives. 
All nine writers present women characters in an 
environment of social transition. But how these characters 
react within that environment is just as dependent upon 
the writer's social consciousness as it is upon the wri¬ 
ter's efforts to give a fair representation of reality. 
Despite their varying levels of social consciousness, 
these African women writers, through their fiction, demon¬ 
strate an overwhelming concern with the impact of societal 
change upon the lives of African women. The writers 
themselves are concerned about their own positions as 
Africans, as women in a changing society. Therefore, 
as their works increase awareness of the plight of women 
within African societies, the writers implicitly sanction 
44Ibid 
their own works as part of constructive avenues for change 
CONCLUSION 
Within their novels these nine African writers 
demonstrate the effect of social transition upon their 
characters' class status (social mobility and economic 
livelihood), personal relationships (marital, generational, 
etc.) and ideological outlook (world view, beliefs, val¬ 
ues). As evidenced in the discussion in Chapter Four, 
the degree and depth of focus given each area reflects 
the individual writer's social and political perspec¬ 
tives. The inherent optimism or pessimism found in the 
portrayal of women is an extension of the writer's social 
vision. Yet from these disparate portrayals of women, 
a portrait of the lives of African women can be extrac¬ 
ted. It is not an all encompassing portrait because 
with the exception of the three traditionally educated 
protagonists, the novels primarily deal with "the few 
women who have gained access to Western education [and] 
have been channeled by and large into the "feminine" 
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professions-- teaching, clerical work, nursing, and mid¬ 
wifery." * 
Achievement of one of these professions is invariably 
shown to be a mark of social progress for women in their 
societies. The attainment of Western education is a 
goal the women set for their children, although financial 
limitations or ideological outlook may insure that such 
education be provided only for male children as shown 
in novels by Ogot, Nwapa and Emecheta. Nevertheless, 
securing employment in the formal economic sector of 
the society is favored because of obvious advantages 
it brings. The resulting conflicts at home and at work 
emphasize the struggle between what was viewed as tradi¬ 
tional and what was considered nontraditional or Western. 
However, as noted in the introduction, "tradition" 
itself is relative since African cultures adapted to 
colonization, and traditional practices also incorporated 
some limitations and influences fostered by the Western 
presence. Western ideas of romantic love were largely 
absent from traditional societies, yet the African women 
writers depict male-female relationships, which in their 
emotional structure, are almost indistinguishable from 
such relationships as typified in the West. Viewed in 
^Nancy Hafkin and Edna Bay, Women in African; Studies 
in Social and Economic Change (Stanford: Stanford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1976), p. 6. 
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its historical context, this may indicate that true close¬ 
ness between men and women does not have to be predi¬ 
cated upon romantic love. But in the novels, love and 
marriage based on romantic sentiments are the only forms 
of committed male-female relationships favored. Polygamy 
and family chosen spouses are viewed as obsolete prac¬ 
tices to be replaced by the choice of the individual 
woman. 
The choice, the will and the independence of the 
individual emerges from these novels as an important 
aspect of womanhood. The rural protagonists of Ogot 
and Nwapa, as well as the urban protagonists of the other 
novelists, all assert a type of individualism. Even 
Sissie, who aspires for a collective African social commit¬ 
ment, embodies a dynamic individuality. Her individuality 
is exhibited by her travel across Western Europe, by 
her searching, evaluating and learning about the relation¬ 
ship of African people to the rest of the world. Wan¬ 
derers and others on existential quests are rarely depicted 
as women. According to the writer's, women's individuality 
is not a simultaneous development of capitalist development 
in Africa. However, the range and permissible bounds 
of that individuality extend with the influence of social 
change within the society. Conflict between older women 
and younger women results from contrasting individual 
and traditional perceptions of the roles and aspirations 
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of women. The novelists studied demonstrate this tension 
primarily through mother-in-law/ daughter-in-law conflict. 
Change in class status brings new aspirations for the 
younger woman, aspirations which reflect her ideological 
outlook. 
No aspect of human existence remains static in 
the face of great social change. Each writer's world 
view developed from the social climate of their youth 
and adulthood, and thus, their women characters reflect 
the social and political perspectives observed through 
the writer's experience. The ideological stance derived 
from the influence of Western values and culture pre¬ 
dominates in most of these novels, even though the writers 
assert a distinct African identity. This, perhaps, ex¬ 
plains why Emecheta and Okoye affirm the positive advan¬ 
tages of social mobility and material gain without sti¬ 
pulating a mandatory social commitment as Njau and Aidoo 
require. Distinct African (traditional) values such 
as the supreme desirability of motherhood and family 
remain upheld, but with critical re-evaluation. Space 
for contemporary views and lifestyles must be allotted. 
Thus, Mariama Bâ demonstrates Ramatoulaye's liberal stance 
toward her daughters' lifestyle, while she remains essen¬ 
tially conservative in her political perspective. 
Whereas the larger power relationships of society 
escape the focus of most of these novels, the impact 
of these structures on the lives of individual women 
is clearly delineated. This adds importance to the novels 
by Sub-Saharan African women writers as records of social 
change. The fact that more women in these societies 
have or take the opportunity to write fiction is in itself 
a testament to the amount of transition within the soci¬ 
eties. 
As more African women create characterizations 
of women, a broader view of African womanhood will emerge. 
Of the eleven novels in this study, none portrays a post¬ 
independence woman living in the rural village. None 
portrays a post-independence, urban woman protagonist 
without a completed educational degree beyond primary 
school or without employment in the formal sector of 
her society. Yet, most African women fall into these 
categories. As more women write, no doubt, a significant 
number of African women writers will create protagonists 
who reflect this social reality. 
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